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James Abbott McNeill Whistler and Art Photography 
 
 
 “Imagine what a Whistler might have done with the camera!” 
      -Sidney Allan, October, 1903.1 
 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler (1834-1903) is an important figure in the development 
of art photography. Despite his established position as one of the most influential figures in the 
history of modern art, his impact on early photographers has been relatively unnoticed, perhaps 
due to the traditional separation of the history of photography from the history of art. In the 
nineteenth century, the medium of photography, which was publicly introduced in 1839, had not 
attained the status of a fine art. Whistler, too, never took the camera seriously as a tool of artistic 
expression. His oeuvre ranged widely from oil painting to many types of graphic mediums, such 
as etching, lithography, watercolor, pastel, and drawing, but photography was never included. 
Nevertheless, Whistler’s images, with their lyrical, atmospheric sensibility were not only 
admired by modernist painters, but also influenced many photographers who aspired to be artists. 
His treatment of his subject matter, careful selection of paper, and arduous printing process gave 
profound inspiration to many of the early twentieth-century photographers who called 
themselves Pictorialists.2   
As represented by the critic Sidney Allan (Sadakichi Hartman) in 1903, the goal of the 
Pictorialist photographers was to create photographic images imbued with the essence of 
Whistler’s aestheticism. Whistler was frequently mentioned in Alfred Stieglitz’s Camera Work, a 
prominent Pictorialist photographic journal which emerged around the turn of the century.3 
 
1 Sidney Allan [pseudonym: Sadakichi Hartman], “Roaming in Thought (After Reading Maeterlinck’s Letter),” Camera 
Work 1, no. 4 (October 1903): 24. 
2 For Whistler’s influences on the Pictorialists, see Britt Salvesen, “‘Ennobling Processes’: Changing Definitions of 
Printmaking and Photography in the Late 19th century,” in Whistler Review 2, ed. Martha Tedeschi and Nigel Thorp (Glasgow: 
University of Glasgow, 2003), 47-55. 




Allan’s question is rhetorical, yet raises an intriguing question; what did Whistler actually do 
with photography? In this thesis, I will examine Whistler’s use of photography in relation to his 
art. I will contextualize his use of photography in terms of his view of its role in his art, and 
further attempt to relate it to a larger context of how Whistler developed his view of this new 
medium. My goal is to present Whistler’s attitude towards photography, with the hope of offering 
another way of understanding his art.   
James Abbott Whistler was born on July 11, 1834 in Lowell, Massachusetts. He was the 
first child of George Washington Whistler, a civil railroad engineer, and his second wife, Anna 
Mathilda McNeill, who had undertaken the upbringing of her husband’s two sons and one 
daughter from his first marriage. She gave birth to James three years after her marriage, and 
William, who would become a medical doctor, two years later. In adulthood, James gradually 
stopped using the middle name Abbott as he adopted McNeill, his mother’s family name, 
perhaps prompted by his desire to emphasize his Scottish ancestry and sympathy for 
Southerners.4 The Whistlers moved to St. Petersburg, Russia in 1843, and returned to America 
after the father’s death in 1849. In 1851, James Whistler entered the United States Military 
Academy at West Point, where his deficiencies in chemistry led to his expulsion in 1854. In 1855, 
he sailed for Europe to study art and, while remaining an American citizen, never returned to the 
United States.  
Despite his great influence on the Pictorialist photographers, Whistler’s own attitude 
towards the medium of photography was quite elusive. The artist never explained his position in 
the nineteenth-century debate of whether photography belonged to fine art or was a branch of 
science. At times, he left no doubt that he saw photography as merely a tool of imitation rather 
than as a respectable means of artistic expression. In 1878, he wrote in a published article about 
his aesthetic theory: 
 
 
Work and he was equally prominent in many other photographic journals. Salvesen, 48. 
4 Stanley Weintraub, Whistler: A Biography (New York: Weybright and Talley, 1974), 4; and G. H. Fleming, James Abbott 




The imitator is a poor kind of creature. If the man who paints only the tree, or flower, 
or other surface he sees before him were an artist, the king of artists would be the 
photographer. It is for the artist to do something beyond this: in portrait painting to put 
on canvas something more than the face the model wears for that one day; to paint the 
man, in short, as well as his features; in arrangement of colours to treat a flower as his 
key, not as his model.5 
 
Whistler associated the photographer with the “imitator,” whom he disdainfully described as “a 
poor kind of creature.” He instead championed the artist, who does “something beyond” what the 
photographer does. It may be inadequate, however, to read this statement straightforwardly. 
Though always articulate, Whistler tended to present himself in a rather exaggerated manner, and 
his theory was not always consistent.6 Sara Burns described Whistler as a figure of 
“contradiction and paradox.”7 Alfred Werner suggested that Whistler was a “querulous person,” 
and that his own account might not be accurate.8 At any rate, he never publicly revised this 
negative statement that he made about photographers.   
In the early 1890s, Whistler wrote a letter to P. H. Emerson (1856-1936) that suggested 
his enthusiasm and admiration for the art of photography. Emerson was a skilled photographer, 
as well as an educated, eloquent spokesman for his theory of art photography. In 1889, he 
published Naturalistic Photography for Students of the Art, which explained his aesthetic and 
technical approach to artistic photography.9 Armed with his theory, Emerson fought against the 
art critics who did not consider photography to be an art. Whistler and Emerson came to know 
each other in around 1890 and seemed to have maintained a pleasant friendship based on mutual 
admiration for their respective achievements. In 1890, Whistler wrote to Emerson: 
 
I am delighted with the extraordinary photographs you sent me!  
 
5 James Abbott McNeill Whistler, “The Red Rag,” World (May 22, 1878), reprinted in James Abbott McNeill Whistler, 
Gentle Art of Making Enemies (London: William Heinemann, 1890; repr., New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1967), 128.  
6 For further discussion of this issue, see Sara Burns, “Old Maverick to Old Master: Whistler in the Public Eye in 
Turn-of-the-Century America,” American Art Journal 22, no. 1 (Spring 1990): 28-49. 
7 Ibid., 29. 
8 Alfred Werner, Introduction to Dover Edition of Gentle Art of Making Enemies (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 
1967), ix and xv. 
9 For Emerson’s life and works, see Nancy Newhall, P. H. Emerson: The Fight for Photography as a Fine Art (New York: 




They are full of the most charming effects – and certainly quite unlike anything else of 
the kind I ever saw – We are off abroad almost immediately – but I hope you will come 
and see us when we get back – Or do you think you can come in here to tea on Sunday 
afternoon at about 5 or 6.10  
 
Whistler’s wording in the letter suggests warm respect. It also indicates his excitement in finding 
something new, “the most charming effects,” in Emerson’s photographs. Shortly afterwards, 
however, Emerson dramatically renounced his theory of naturalistic photography and pictorial art. 
He first privately, then publicly, published an article with the rather theatrical title, The Death of 
Naturalistic Photography, announcing his renunciation. He declared:  
 
The limitations of photography are so great that, though the results may and sometimes 
do give a certain aesthetic pleasure, the medium must always rank the lowest of all arts, 
lower than any graphic art, for the individuality of the artist is cramped, in short, it can 
scarcely show itself.…In short, I throw my lot in with those who say that photography 
is a very limited art. I regret deeply that I have to come to this conclusion.11   
 
Emerson also explained, as if he had been convinced by an irresistible artistic force, “Misgivings 
seized me after conversations with a great artist.”12 Though Emerson never clearly identified the 
“great artist” who helped him reach this conclusion, his statement suggests the influence of 
Whistler, evident by Emerson’s association with and great admiration for the older artist. 
Although Whistler’s possible influence on Emerson’s decision to withdraw his Naturalistic 
Photography has never gone beyond speculation, it has contributed to embody general 
understanding of Whistler’s negative view towards fine art photography among art historians.13  
In the 1903 article in Camera Work, conversely, the art critic Sadakichi Hartman 
 
10 This letter from Whistler to Emerson is undated by Whistler but is believed to have been written in 1890. Letter from 
Whistler to P. H. Emerson, undated (System Number: 11121), “The Correspondence of James McNeill Whistler, Online Edition,” 
ed. Margaret F. MacDonald, Patricia de Montfort and Nigel Thorp, University of Glasgow, Centre for Whistler Studies, 2004, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/correspondence/index.htm (accessed July 19, 2007). 
11 P. H. Emerson, “The Death of Naturalistic Photography” reprinted in P. H. Emerson, Naturalistic Photography for 
Students of the Art / Death of Naturalistic Photography (New York: Arno Press, 1973).  
12 Ibid. 
13 Beaumont Newhall wrote, “He [Emerson] declared that “a great painter” – whom he did not identify but appears to have 
been James McNeill Whistler – had shown him the fallacy of confusing art and nature,…” This seems sum up general 
understandings of Whistler’s attitude towards photography. Beaumont Newhall, The History of Photography (Museum of Modern 




(1869-1944), who advocated fine art photography and at times used his pseudonym Sidney Allan 
when writing about photography, mentioned that F. Holland Day, a Pictorialist photographer, 
knew that Whistler was “in favor of” the photography “movement.”14 In fact, Whistler 
maintained a great interest in photography throughout his life. He hired photographers and 
produced a considerable number of photographs of his paintings. Some of the paintings were 
unfinished when they were photographed. Whistler had a distinctive approach to the use of these 
photographs, treating them as if they were independent works of art. He added his signature, sent 
them to his family and friends as gifts, sold them, exhibited one in a gallery exhibition, and 
published them. For Whistler, photography was a way to produce entirely impersonal pictures 
without the intervention of a draughtsman, and to create reproductions in an inexpensive way. 
Photography was also a tool to make definite comparisons between objects situated in different 
places and at different times. Ultimately, photography was an instrument to immortalize a 
moment from the past, a specific moment of the transient world.   
 Although there has been much scholarly research and writing about Whistler’s art and 
its influence on late nineteenth-century photography, few have been concerned with Whistler’s 
own views on the medium. In 1987, Nigel Thorp of the Glasgow University Library wrote about 
Whistler’s photographs, and provided detailed information about the approximately 300 
photographs from Whistler’s collection preserved in the Library.15 Thorp’s classification of the 
photographs and consideration of Whistler’s possible uses for them offered important insights to 
be shared with all the scholars. Thorp remarked that not much substantial research had been done 
on Whistler’s attitude towards photography. However, he did not address Whistler’s general view 
of the medium, leaving the subject untouched.16 In 1975 and 1978, Margaret McDonald, in 
collaboration with Joy Newton, published two articles about Whistler’s well-known 
 
14 Allan, 24. 
15 Thorp compiled the detailed information in his essay in 1987. See: Nigel Thorp, “Studies in Black and White: Whistler’s 
Photographs in Glasgow University,” in James McNeill Whistler: A Reexamination, ed. Ruth E. Fine (Washington, D.C., Hanover 
and London: National Gallery of Art, 1987), 85-100. 




Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother.17 McDonald’s 1975 article “Whistler: The 
Painting of the ‘Mother’” presented a close examination of the photograph, now in the New York 
Public Library, documenting Whistler’s alterations to the portrait after it was photographed. 
McDonald’s study provides extraordinary information about the history of the painting, but it 
was not the place to explore how Whistler viewed the photographs.18 In 1995, Martha Tedeschi 
wrote about Whistler’s lithographs in relation to the English print market, and included 
documentation of Whistler’s attitude toward reproductive prints and photographs of his work.19 
Her article covered Whistler’s publication of an album of photographs in 1893, but did not relate 
it to Whistler’s attitude toward photography in general. Numerous conferences and symposia 
were held to commemorate the one hundredth anniversary of Whistler’s death, mainly in 
Washington D.C., Chicago, and Glasgow, between 1995 and 2003, and valuable scholarly 
research was presented. Britt Salvesen presented a study concerning Whistler’s influence on the 
Pictorialist photographers in relation to their printing process, but her focus was on the 
photographers rather than Whistler himself. Thus, surprisingly, the issue of Whistler’s general 
views on and his use of photography have not yet been examined in detail.  
 “Imagine what a Whistler might have done with the camera!” Sidney Allan continued in 
his 1903 article, “Whistler photograph? How absurd! the artists would say. I am not so sure about 
that. It is mainly the mediocre artists who object to photography. A man of brains like Whistler 
can see the good in everything…”20 What was photography for Whistler? How did he see it in 
relation to art? In Chapter 1, I shall begin with an analysis of Whistler’s use of photographs in his 
working methods. Following are chapters which will explore the photographs of Whistler’s 
paintings in terms of their position and roles in his art. In Chapter 2, I will present Whistler’s 
general use of photographs of his paintings and, in Chapter 3, I will specifically examine 
 
17 Margaret F. MacDonald, “Whistler: The Painting of the ‘Mother’,” Gazette des Beaux-Arts 85, no. 1273 (February 1975): 
73-88; Margaret F. MacDonald and Joy Newton, “The Selling of Whistler’s ‘Mother’,” American Society Legion of Honor 
Magazine 49, no. 2 (1978): 97-120. 
18 MacDonald, “Whistler: The Painting of the ‘Mother’,” 78-80. 
19 Martha Tedeschi, “Whistler and the English Print Market,” Print Quarterly 19 (March 1998): 15-41. 




photographs of his unfinished paintings. In Chapter 4, my discussion will be about his use of a 
photograph in an exhibition in London in 1892, and then move in Chapter 5 to Whistler’s first 
and only album of photographs, published in 1893. The purpose of this study is to offer a fresh 
insight into the art and ideas of James Abbot McNeill Whistler, one of the greatest artists of the 








Photography and Artists: Photography, Nature, and Art 
 
 
The new way of creating visual images offered by photography was of great interest to 
many artists and critics of the nineteenth century. Many of the artists who welcomed photography, 
such as Eugène Delacroix, simply found the camera to be a useful tool, whereas some art critics, 
such as Charles Baudelaire, denied photography’s usefulness for artists’ study as well as its 
potential as a fine art. Whistler, however, while knowing that many of his fellow artists used 
photographs for study, and even based their paintings on photographic images, did not agree with 
the idea of using photography as a substitute for drawing from nature. In this chapter, I will 
discuss Whistler’s use of photographs as an aid to artistic expression.  
 
Delacroix, Courbet, Rossetti, … and Whistler: Drawing from a photograph  
 Eugène Delacroix (1798-1863) was one of the painters who was grateful for the 
invention of photography. He began making frequent sketches from photographs of nude models 
in the 1850s, and wrote to a friend in 1854: 
 
How I regret that such a wonderful invention arrived so late – I mean as far as I am 
concerned! The possibility of studying such results would have had an influence on me 
that I can only guess at by their usefulness to me now, even with the little time I can 
put aside studying them in depth: it is the tangible demonstration of drawing from 
nature, of which we have had more than quite imperfect ideas.   
- Eugène Delacroix, March 7, 18541 
 
Delacroix was enthusiastic about the use of photographs for artistic study and viewed it as an 
alternative to the traditional method of drawing from nature.   
 
1 Escholier Raymond, Delacroix (Paris: H. Floury, 1929), 3: 21. Quoted in Nancy Newhall, P. H. Emerson: The Fight for 




Many painters shared Delacroix’s enthusiasm.2 In France, where Whistler initially 
settled after sailing for Europe in 1855, Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres (1780-1867) may have 
begun to use daguerreotypes as the basis for portrait paintings as early as 1841. Jean François 
Millet (1814-1875), Camille Pissarro (1830-1903), Édouard Manet (1832-1883), and Edgar 
Degas (1834-1917) also used photographs to study objects, and sometimes even based their art 
on photographs. Degas, interested in the new medium from the technical aspect, explored the 
camera by taking his own photographs.3 Jean-Baptiste- Camille Corot (1796-1875) produced 
works of cliché-verre, the new print medium which used a photographic process.4 Gustave 
Courbet (1819-77), with whom Whistler worked closely during the 1860s, is known to have used 
photographs in the making of some of his paintings in the 1850s. The nude female in Courbet’s 
monumental painting The Artist’s Studio: A Real Allegory (1855, Fig. 1) is based on a photograph 
probably taken by the photographer Julien Vallou de Villeneuve (Fig. 2), who was one of the 
photographers then producing nude studies for the artists in Paris.5 Henri Fantin-Latour 
(1836-1904), Whistler’s close friend in the 1860s, used a photograph of Delacroix as the basis 
for his portrait in Homage to Delacroix (1864, Fig. 3). The other sitters in this painting 
(including Whistler, who is shown standing next to Delacroix’s picture) also may have been 
painted based on photographs.6  
In England, where Whistler lived most of his life after moving to London in 1859, the 
contemporary Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood painters were equally engaged with photography. 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-82), who also worked closely with Whistler, used a series of 
photographs of Jane Morris, William Morris’s wife and possibly Rossetti’s mistress (Fig, 4), to 
create his painting La Reverie (Fig. 5). Other Pre-Raphaelite painters, such as Ford Madox 
 
2 For the use of photography by 19th century artists, see Aaron Scharf, Art and Photography (Middlesex and Baltimore: 
Penguin Books, 1968). 
3 For further information of Degas as a photographer, see Malcolm R. Daniel, Edgar Degas, Photographer (New York: H. 
N. Abrams, 1998). 
4 Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot, Corot: A Collection of Clichés-Verre (New York: Salander-O’Reilly Galleries, 1990). 
5 Courbet created other paintings with nude models with the aid of Julien Vallou de Villeneuve’s photographs. Ibid., 
131-132.  
6 Douglas Druick and Michel Hoog, Fantin-Latour [exh. cat., Galeries Nationales du Grand Palais] (Paris, 1983), 172. 




Brown (1821-93), Edward Burne-Jones (1833-98) and William Morris (1834-96), collected 
photographic studies of costumes and models which allowed them to save the cost of several 
sittings of models. Similarly, John Everett Millais (1829-96) occasionally used photographs for 
creating his portraits, and commissioned the photographer Rupert Potter to provide him with 
photographic material both for portraits and for landscape backgrounds.7  
As early as 1862, Whistler was collecting photographs of works by Old Masters 
including Diego Velázquez, Hans Memling, Frans Hals, and Albreht Dürer.8 In October 1862, on 
his way to Madrid, Whistler wrote to Fantin-Latour that he would bring some photographs of 
Velázquez’s work back with him from Spain.9 Though there is no record of such purchases, or 
even a record of his visit to the Prado Museum at this time, Whistler owned photographs of 
works by Velázquez.10 Denys Sutton has suggested that Whistler possibly referred to 
Velázquez’s Pablo de Valladolid (1637, Fig. 6), one of the photographs Whistler owned, when 
creating his full-length self-portrait Brown and Gold (1895-1900, Fig. 7).11 Sutton believed that 
Whistler’s conception of a tall figure, lurking in the shadow, and the pose of the figures may all 
have derived from Velázquez’s composition. Nigel Thorp observed similar echoes contained in 
other portraits, and possible influences from Velázquez’s architectural depiction in Villa Medici 
(1630) to spatial arrangements in some of Whistler’s views of buildings.12 However, Sutton’s 
analysis seems rather subjective, and Thorp’s observations are not supported by specific 
examples. The architectural elements in Villa Medici which Whistler knew from the photograph 
may have been part of his general visual knowledge, but it is difficult to establish his use of these 
 
7 Scharf, 106-111. 
8 Thorp (Glasgow University Library) provided the detailed information of Whistler’s photographs collected in the Library. 
His classification included the family album photographs, photographs of paintings by other painters, photographs showing 
Dutch cityscapes, classical statuettes, and photographs of his own paintings. See Thorp, 85-98. 
9 Letter from Whistler to Henri Fantin-Latour, October 1 or 5, 1862. Quoted in Thorp, 89. 
10 Works by Velázquez in the collection of Whistler’s photographs were: Portrait of Philip IV, the detail of Las Meninas, 
Pablo de Valladolid, Villa Medici, and Portrait of Don Carlos. Perhaps he obtained them from commercial publishers in Paris. 
Thorp, 89. 
11 Denys Sutton, James McNeill Whistler (London: Phaidon Press, 1966), 30. 
12 Thorp discussed similarities between: Velázquez’s Portrait of Philip IV and Whistler’s Arrangement in Black: Portrait of 
F. R. Leyland (1870); Las Meninas and Harmony in Grey and Green: Portrait of Miss Cicely Henrietta Alexander (1873); Pablo 
de Valladolid and The Blue Girl (pastel study); and Whistler’s self-portrait Brown and Gold and others. David Park Curry, James 
McNeill Whistler at the Freer Gallery of Art [exh. cat., Freer Gallery of Art] (Washington D.C., 1984), 73; Sutton, 30; Discussed 




photographs in creating these paintings.    
 There is a pencil sketch by Whistler that was drawn from a photograph in the Glasgow 
University Library (Fig. 8).13 He drew the sketch from one of thirty-five photographs in an 
album documenting Greek statuettes in the collection of Alexander Ionides. Whistler knew the 
original Tanagra figures at Ionides’s, but he also owned the album of the photographs. Joseph 
Pennell (1857-1926), a well-known American etcher, and his wife Elizabeth Robins Pennell 
(1855-1936), wrote in their memoir, published in 1920, that Whistler “could get more from a 
glance at a photograph than most painters from six months’ copying.”14 In fact, this sketch, 
directly drawn on the facing leaf of the first page of the album, shows how proficient Whistler 
was at copying a photograph. The drawing of the statuette consists of only a few suggestive lines 
creating the outline. The figure in Whistler’s image is drawn from the same angle as is shown in 
the photograph, and uses the same primary lines, which suggests that Whistler’s drawing was 
based on the photograph.  
 Katherine Lochnan and others have discussed the fact that Whistler’s etching The Adam 
and Eve, Old Chelsea (1879, Fig. 9) was perhaps drawn from photographs called Old Ferry 
Wharf, Chelsea (c. 1870, Fig. 10) and The Adam and Eve, Chelsea (c. 1865, Fig. 11) by James 
Hedderly (c. 1815-85).15 The Adam and Eve, Old Chelsea shows a row of small old houses by 
the Thames river bank, with several boats on the wharf. There are a few boats in the foreground 
to the right of the viewer, and the scene recedes towards the left along the row of houses. The 
etching shows striking similarities to the view captured in the earlier photograph by Hedderly. A 
visual comparison of the etching and the photograph confirms Whistler’s use of the photograph 
as the basis for his etching.     
 
 
13 Thorp, 90. 
14 E. R. and J. Pennell, Life of James McNeill Whistler, 6th ed., revised (Philadelphia and London: J. B. Lippincott Company, 
1920), 340. 
15 The resemblance between photographs, Adam and Eve, Chelsea (c. 1865) and Old Ferry Wharf, Chelsea (c. 1870) by 
photographer, James Hedderly and Whistler’s etching Adam and Eve, Old Chelsea (c. 1879, K. 175) has been discussed. See 





Whistler’s use of the photograph: The Adam and Eve, Old Chelsea   
 Whistler often was quite critical of the use of photographs as a replacement for 
traditional drawings. His letter to his student Inez Addams, dated August 9, 1902, during his stay 
in The Hague, sums up his attitude regarding the artist’s use of photographs as an alternative 
method of drawing from nature. In The Hague, Whistler stayed in a room where an art student of 
Walter Sickert named Foster had been the former occupant. Having found glass negatives left by 
Foster, Whistler wrote, “I had the room that had been occupied by Mr. Foster and the drawers 
and cupboards were crammed with glass negatives! - his study from nature!”16 The tone in the 
letter suggests a very different view from that in Delacroix’s letter. While Delacroix was 
positively enthusiastic, Whistler was critical and contemptuous of the use of photographs. His 
1879 etching, The Adam and Eve, Old Chelsea (Fig. 9) is a rare example of Whistler’s use of a 
photograph in creating his art, though the referential use of photographs by other artists was the 
norm by the 1870s.   
Why did Whistler use the photographs when etching The Adam and Eve in spite of his 
negative attitude toward drawing from photographs? Katherine Lochnan discussed this etching in 
relation to Whistler’s interest in the historic preservation movement that was emerging in the 
1870s. She suggested that he designed the view of old Chelsea to evoke nostalgia for the rapidly 
vanishing waterfront.17 In fact, a great urban modernization scheme had been in progress when 
Whistler settled in London’s Chelsea neighborhood in 1859. Lochnan argued that Whistler was 
interested in documenting the old cityscapes and he often selected buildings and bridges that 
were scheduled for demolition as his subjects. When Whistler made his etching in 1879, the old 
Adam and Eve tavern in Chelsea had already been demolished to make way for the Chelsea 
Embankment.18 He would have gone to the site to draw directly from nature if the scene still 
 
16 Letter from Whistler to Inez Addams, August 9, 1902 (System number: 00123), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (accessed July 26, 2007). 
17 Katherine J Lochnan, “Picturesque Grandeur and Noble Dignity: Whistler and the Historic Preservation Movement,” in 
James McNeill Whistler: A Reexamination, ed. Ruth E. Fine (Washington, D.C., Hanover and London: National Gallery of Art, 
1987), 43. 




existed. In fact, another etching with a similar subject, Temple Bar (1877, Fig. 12), was etched at 
its site, where Whistler created the etching plate while looking at the actual view from the east 
side, incorporating the scaffolding to indicate the imminent demolition.19   
Whistler surely found the old Adam and Eve tavern in the demolished neighborhood an 
appropriate subject to represent his interest in old London, and it likely was intended to evoke a 
sense of loss and sentimentality towards what had once been there. In addition, he must have had 
a personal and emotional attachment to the Chelsea neighborhood that was his home, which 
would have provided special motivation to recreate the lost scenery. By recreating the view of 
old Chelsea, Whistler was perpetuating the memory of the past. The photographs served as an aid 
for Whistler to give tangible visual representation to a former view.   
 
Nature, Art, and Photography 
Making drawings based on photographs had been generally practiced since the very 
early history of photography. The English critic John Ruskin (1819-1900) encouraged serious art 
students to use photographs as a part of their study of drawing. In Elements of Drawing, first 
published in 1857, he wrote, “copy some pieces of that [a photograph]; you will then ascertain 
what it is that is wanting in your studies from Nature.”20 Photographs, Ruskin thought, gave 
absolute truth and “unapproachable subtlety” of nature.21 However, he was not an advocate of 
fine art photography. In terms of the potential of photography as a form of artistic expression, he 
believed that photographs “supersede no good art.”22 In his inaugural lectures on art delivered as 
the Slade Professor of Fine Art at Oxford in 1870, Ruskin said, “neither in the photographed 
scene, nor photographed drawing, will you see any true good, more than in the things 
 
19 Ibid., 43. 
20 John Ruskin, Elements of Drawing (London, 1857), in E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn eds., The Complete Works 
of John Ruskin, Library Edition (New York: Longmans, 1905), 15: 59.   
21 Ibid. 




themselves.”23 In Ruskin’s definition of art, art was “human labour regulated by human design,” 
but photography was “merely spoiled nature.”24 Ruskin believed that the photograph precisely 
represented nature, where the beauty of art was found, but that the photograph was not art 
because it was created without human labor.  
In France, Charles Baudelaire (1821-67), poet and influential art critic, also rejected the 
idea of fine art photography, from a different point of view. He wrote in 1859: 
 
I am convinced that the ill-applied developments of photography, like all other purely 
material developments of progress, have contributed much to the impoverishment of 
the French artistic genius, which is already so scarce. In vain may our modern Fatuity 
roar, belch forth all the rumbling wind of its rotund stomach, spew out all the 
undigested sophisms with which recent philosophy has stuffed it from top to bottom; it 
is nonetheless obvious that this industry, by invading the territories of art, has become 
art’s most mortal enemy, and that the confusion of their several functions prevents any 
of them from being properly fulfilled. Poetry and progress are like two ambitious men 
who hate one another with an instinctive hatred, and when they meet upon the same 
road, one of them has to give place. If photography is allowed to supplement art in 
some of its functions, it will soon have supplanted or corrupted it altogether, thanks to 
the stupidity of the multitude which is its natural ally.25   
 
Baudelaire was very adamant about his dislike of photography. Describing photography as “art’s 
most mortal enemy,” “invading the territories of art,” he cautioned that the use of photography 
would impoverish the artistic genius and corrupt art.   
To Ruskin, the relationship between nature and art was very close. He believed that the 
beauty of art should be found in nature, thus art should be true to nature. He stated, “All 
judgment of art thus finally founds itself on knowledge on Nature.”26 Baudelaire, on the other 
hand, had very different view. He wrote about nature in 1859: 
 
In matters of painting and sculpture, the present-day Credo of the sophisticated, above 
 
23 Ibid. 
24 John Ruskin, The Art of England (London, 1883), Ibid., 33: 302-4. 
25 Charles Baudelaire, “The Modern Public and Photography,” Mirror of Art: Critical Studies (Garden City: Doubleday, 
1956), 231-232.  




all in France…, is this: ‘I believe in Nature, and I believe only in Nature (there are 
good reasons for that). I believe that Art is, and cannot be other than, the exact 
reproduction of Nature …. Thus an industry that could give us a result identical to 
Nature would be the absolute of art.’ A revengeful God has given ear to the prayers of 
this multitude. Daguerre was his Messiah. And now the faithful says to himself: ‘Since 
photography gives us every guarantee of exactitude that we could desire…, then 
photography and Art are the same thing.’ From that moment our squalid society rushed, 
Narcissus to a man, to gaze at its trivial image on a scrap of metal. A madness, an 
extraordinary fanaticism took possession of all these new sun-worshippers.27   
 
Art is not nature, Baudelaire wrote, and nature does not create art, but photography represents the 
exact nature, thus photography is not an art.  
Whistler was an admirer of Baudelaire. The Pennells saw Baudelaire’s influence in 
certain of Whistler’s attitudes, such as in his “disdain of Nature, his contempt for anecdote in art 
as a concession to an ignorant public, his translation of painting into musical terms,” and 
“deliberate eccentricity of pose.”28 In fact, Whistler and Baudelaire do seem to have shared 
certain aspects of their views on the relationship between nature and art. Whistler discussed 
relationships between art and nature in his lecture, Ten O’Clock, given in 1885:   
 
That Nature is always right, is an assertion, artistically, as untrue, as it is one whose 
truth is universally taken for granted – Nature is very rarely right, to such an extent 
even, that it might almost be said that Nature is usually wrong – that is to say – the 
condition of things that shall bring about the perfection of harmony worthy a picture, is 
rare, and not common at all –29 
 
In this statement, Whistler seemed concerned about the same issue that Baudelaire had discussed. 
Whistler distrusted that the condition of things in nature as the visual world could simply create 
art, and thought that nature was “untrue” and “usually wrong,” which was what the Pennells had 
described as his “disdain of Nature.” Art, Whistler thought, had to be presented by the artist in a 
way so as to attain “the perfection of harmony,” which could not be created without the artist’s 
 
27 Baudelaire, 230. 
28 E. R. and J. Pennell, Life of James McNeill Whistler, (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippingott, 1909), 1: 66. 
29 James Abbott McNeill Whistler, “Mr Whistler’s Ten O’Clock,” reprinted in James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Gentle Art of 




thorough assimilation of nature as his subject found in the world.   
 Whistler, however, did not champion the value of human labor in terms of its physical 
aspect as Ruskin did. Instead, while distrusting nature, Whistler also believed in nature as the 
living world, and in its power to transcend artistic inspirations. He respected the traditional 
method of drawing directly from the real world rather than the new method of study using 
photography as a substitute for the real world. Although he preferred working in the studio to 
painting in the open air, he always wanted to begin by drawing from nature and living models. 
He used a number of models throughout his career, and in fact was quite notorious for the long 
and repeated sittings he demanded. Cicely Alexander, the subject of Harmony in Grey and 
Green: Portrait of Miss Cicely Henrietta Alexander (1872-3, Fig. 13), described her sitting for 
Whistler as a little girl: 
 
…I was the first victim [among her sisters], and I’m afraid I rather considered that I 
was a victim all through the sittings, or rather standings, for he never let me change my 
position, and I believe I sometimes used to stand for hours at a time. I know I used to 
get very tired and cross, and often finished the day in tears…30   
 
By the time the painting was finished, she had sat, or stood, some seventy times for Whistler. 
Presumably Whistler believed that the inspiration he gained from observing the living subject 
was essential to the artist’s ability to assimilate and transform the subject into artistic harmony.   
 Whistler’s preference for drawing directly from nature might have derived in part from 
his early experience with Francis Seymour Haden (1818-1910). Haden was a professional 
surgeon, renowned amateur etcher, art collector, and the husband of Whistler’s half-sister, with 
whom Whistler spent his youth in London. Haden’s knowledge of photography and optics, and 
his great collection of Old Master prints, especially his extensive collection of Rembrandt 
etchings, which Whistler had access to, were of great importance in the development of 
Whistler’s career. In their days in London, Haden and Whistler made frequent etching trips, 
 




sitting in the open air next to each other, drawing on etching plates directly from what they 
observed in nature. Though Haden sometimes used photographs in making his etchings, he 
certainly encouraged Whistler to work from life, and Whistler’s dedication to Haden in his first 
published set of etchings, French Set: Twelve Etchings from Nature in 1858, indicates his respect 
for the older artist. Their relationship became troubled later on, and permanently ceased after 
violent quarrels in 1867, but Whistler’s experience as a youth with Haden may have influenced 
Whistler’s strong preference for studying directly from nature, which continued for the rest of his 
life.   
 Haden had implied that he saw photography as merely a tool for copying objects, 
although he never defined his opinion as clearly as Baudelaire did. He advocated the idea of 
etching as a fine art, a view shared by Whistler, which Haden promoted with a political rather 
than artistic approach. He created the Society of Painter-Etchers as a protest against the Royal 
Academy’s unwillingness to accept artists’ etchings as original works of art. In his argument to 
claim etching and engraving as fine arts, he divided etchers and engravers into two large groups, 
“painter-etchers or engravers” and “reproductive-engravers.”31 While elevating the status of 
“painter-etchers or engraver,” he also respected works by “interpretive-engravers” within the 
group of “reproductive-engravers,” reasoning that the purpose of their work was also to express 
originality by creating an individual work while using the designs of others. On the other hand, 
Haden derided the “copyist or translator-engravers,” as having contributed “little or nothing to 
art.” He argued that “copyist-engravers” aimed only to imitate the design of the original work, a 
task which can be replaced with the use of photography. Like many others of the time who did 
not consider photography to be an art, Haden did not seem, in photography, to see anything more 
than the aspect of imitation.  
 Perhaps Whistler shared this view with Haden at the time he associated the 
photographer with the imitator. However, judging from his attitudes towards the various methods 
 
31 Francis Seymour Haden, Relative Claims of Etching and Engraving to Rank as Fine Arts, and to be Represented as Such 




of drawing, it is clear that he never saw that the photograph could substitute for Nature. 
Photography did not carry nature’s profundity and capacity to inspire the artist; rather, it was an 
aid to re-visualize views that were physically lost. By using Hedderly’s photograph of the Adam 
and Eve tavern in old Chelsea, for example, Whistler could re-visualize the already-demolished 
scene, and created a new view to express the subject of his sentimentality. The photograph was 
not an alternative to nature, but rather an instrument to bring the past into the present. It was an 








Reproductions of Whistler’s Paintings 
 
 
Whistler’s most significant use of photography was in the area of reproductive prints. 
Almost half of the some six hundred Whistler photographs in the Glasgow University Library are 
photographs of his paintings, and major institutions in America have also preserved many of 
them.1 Many of these photographs, collected from their owners, had originally been sent by 
Whistler as gifts to his family and friends, and as promotional materials to art dealers in England 
and the United States. The photographs were usually mounted on thick card stock, which often 
had Whistler’s handwritten signature, and sometimes an inscription indicating the title of the 
work, the name of the person to whom it was to be sent, and the condition of the painting. 
Whistler’s use of the photographic reproductions raises questions. Did he think that these 
photographs were visual reminders of his art, merely representing what the original looked like? 
Or did he perceive these reproductions to be a secondary product of his original work, 
considering them equivalent to other types of reproduction?   
In the nineteenth century, the photographic reproduction always ranked at the bottom of 
the hierarchy of graphic processes, whereas the reproductive prints made with the traditional 
mediums were valued in England throughout much of the nineteenth century.2 Mezzotint, 
engraving and etching had been the primary processes traditionally employed to create 
reproductive prints, with lithographs added to this category in the nineteenth century. These 
reproductions, unlike photography, carried associations with high-art practice, emphasizing the 
 
1 The photographs in North America are now in the collections of institutions, including the New York Public Library, the 
Baltimore Museum of Art, and the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. 
2 For English reproductive print market, see B. D. Rix, Pictures for the Parlour: The English Reproductive Print from 1775 
to 1900, [exh. cat.] (Toronto: Art Gallery of Ontario, 1983); For Whistler’s connection to the market, see Martha Tedeschi, 
“Whistler and the English Print Market,” Print Quarterly 14 (March, 1997), 16. For general information on prints and the 





importance of the reproductive-engraver as a skilled mediator between the artwork and the print 
after the original.3 As pianists playing compositions by classical composers put their own 
interpretations into their performances, so engravers were allowed to create expressions of their 
originality while using others’ designs.4 Nevertheless, photography was a great force in every 
area of art in the nineteenth century, and the reproductive market was, in a way, at the center of 
its influence. After photography offered new possibilities in the art reproduction market, the 
public began to seek reproductive prints with a greater likeness to the original. In this context, 
what did photographic reproductions mean to Whistler? In this chapter, I will examine Whistler’s 
use of photographic reproductions in relation to his art.   
 
Photographs of Whistler’s paintings 
 The Glasgow University Library records that the oldest surviving photographs of 
Whistler’s paintings date from about 1869, but other documents suggest that Whistler might have 
already started having photographs made of his works in 1865. The invoice from the London 
photographic firm Cundall & Co. suggests that Whistler possibly requested photographs of 
Caprice in Purple and Gold: The Golden Screen (1863) and Brown and Silver: Old Battersea 
Bridge (1859-63) in September, 1865.5 Although originally no date is given to the invoice, and 
no surviving photograph validates the date, the Glasgow University Library determined it 
according to the completion dates of the paintings. A signed photograph of Symphony in White, 
No. 1: The White Girl (1862, Fig. 14) in the New York Public Library was also possibly made in 
1865. It is inscribed on its mount, “To Henry & Walter Graves / His Pupils-,” and provides the 
information that the photograph was made in London by Eliot & Fry in 1865, although the 
butterfly monogram indicates that Whistler signed the photograph in about 1870.6 Again in 1865, 
 
3 Tedeschi, “Whistler and the English Print Market,” 20-23. 
4 See Haden, Relative Claims. 
5 A bill from the photographic firm, Cundall & Co. to Whistler, September 31, 1865? (System number: 00765), Centre for 
Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed July 19, 2007). 




in October, Whistler’s mother wrote a letter to a friend mentioning photographs of Whistler’s 
paintings, “I [would] have sent you a photograph of Jemmy, but I hope to take you one & also 
photographs of some of his paintings.”7 Whether Anna Whistler actually sent these photographs 
to Margaret G. Hill at this time is not clear. However, all of this information suggests that 
Whistler might have already begun having photographs made of his paintings by around 1865.   
 Arrangement in Gray and Black: The Artist’s Mother (1872) was a frequently 
photographed subject (Fig. 15). In December 1872, Whistler wrote the London art dealer Charles 
William Deschamps that he had received eighty-eight photographs of the portrait along with an 
invoice for them from the photographer John Robert Parsons. He wrote, “Parsons has today sent 
me a huge package of photographs from the Portrait of my Mother – with an enclosed bill.”8 
The bill indicated that Whistler had already received twelve photographs in October in the same 
year, and just received another eighty-eight of them. In the same letter, he insisted, “I never 
ordered 88 photographs!!”9 Perhaps it was an unreasonable complaint, because even after 
receiving the eighty-eight, Whistler again ordered from Parsons in September 1873 “two dozen 
copies of the photographs” of The Mother.10   
 When asked by Princess Louise in 1876 to paint her a copy of The Mother, Whistler 
gave her a photograph of it instead.11 Her response is not known. Remarkably, the artist did not 
hesitate to give the photograph to the princess, suggesting he thought that the photograph was 
enough to fulfill her request. Thus, perhaps Whistler’s good stock of photographs of The Mother 
was distributed to many recipients.    
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Traditional reproduction vs. photographic reproduction 
 Whistler also had reproductions of his paintings made in the conventional reproductive 
print mediums such as mezzotint, engraving, and lithography. The traditional reproductions made 
by the “interpretive-engravers,” as Haden termed them, generally served as promotional tools for 
painters, offering the possibility of popularizing their images themselves.12 But the costly 
traditional reproductive processes depended on the art market and public taste, since commercial 
publishers carefully selected artists who would provide them with a profit.13 Neither Whistler’s 
subject matter nor his style appealed to the broad middle-class audience, who preferred “the 
more homely scenes of common life.”14 To increase sales, some artists altered their styles and 
changed to more popular subject matter, but Whistler’s temperament and his conception of 
himself as an artistic genius would not let him do those things. Between 1878 and 1880, three of 
Whistler’s portraits, Arrangement in Grey and Black No. 2: Portrait of Thomas Carlyle, 
Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother, and Arrangement in Brown and Black: 
Portrait of Rosa Corder, were published as mezzotints by the influential print firm, H. Graves 
and Co., but the prices were set well below those charged for prints after more popular artists.15 
Graves refused to even consider the publication of mezzotints based on Whistler’s painted 
nocturnes. Perhaps for this reason, Whistler was attracted to photographs, which provided 
opportunities to reproduce his paintings at lower cost, without interference from publishers. He 
started selling the photographs of his paintings sometime around 1876 and was increasingly 
interested in their potential.16   
 In addition to the difficulties that Whistler experienced in the reproductive print market, 
he was often artistically dissatisfied with the results of the prints created by commercial 
 
12 Haden, 21. See Chapter 1. 
13 For the discussion of this issue, see Tedeschi, “Whistler and the English Print Market.”  
14 Government committees on the arts supported subject matters drawn from contemporary life, because “they are 
oftentimes the only intelligible mode in which Art can speak to a large portion of the community” Report of the Select Committee 
on Art Unions, 1845. Quoted in P. Gillett, The Victorian Painter’s World (Gloucester, 1990), 48, and Tedeschi, “Whistler and the 
English Print Market,” 16. 
15 Grave charged ₤3 for an artist’s proof after Whistler. In comparison, for example, the Fine Art Society was charging up to 
₤26 for artist’s proofs of mezzotints after Millais. See Note 9, in Tedeschi, 19.   




engravers. In 1880, for instance, Whistler said about the reproductive prints of Arrangement in 
Brown and Black: Portrait of Miss Rosa Corder (1880, Fig. 16) executed by the engraver 
Richard Josey: 
 
The Mezzotint of Miss Corder came all right - What shall I say about it? - It is fine - 
but scarcely as rich as I expected - The head is rather hard - could Josie soften it a little 
by burnishing slightly the modelling and doing away ever so little with the lines?17   
 
Josey’s mezzotint was one of the three prints published by H. Graves and Co. in 1880.  Perhaps 
Whistler was dissatisfied with Josey’s interpretation of the rather hard-edged and stiff head of the 
figure. To our eyes, however, Josey’s mezzotint, now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, is an 
artistic print in its own right. It is a modest-sized reproduction of the original large canvas, 
measuring seven and a half inches (19.1 cm) in height. The thick black ink creates a sensuous 
velvet-like texture on the surface of the paper. Miss Corder, wearing a black dress, is standing 
against the black background, turning back, showing the side of her face. The subtle change of 
the black tone along the outline of the figure differentiates the figure wearing a black dress from 
the thick black background, and makes the figure emerge on the surface. 
 As Whistler observed, the face and head in the mezzotint are in fact drawn rather hard 
with fine short lines. When compared to Whistler’s original oil painting of Miss Corder (1876-78, 
Fig. 17), now in the Frick Collection, Josey’s mezzotint does appear to be a different kind of 
picture. Of course the size difference is significant, but the lack of the particular atmosphere of 
the original painting in the mezzotint is undeniable. Josey’s mezzotint seems to be done with 
matter-of-fact clarity and attention to detail. Whistler’s figure in the oil painting, on the other 
hand, suggests a sense of a restrained, misty black. The surface shows the texture of the coarse 
grain of the canvas, which is thickly painted as if the paint has concealed the dense air in the 
blackness. The outline of the black dress is not easily visible against the same black background. 
 
17 Letter from Whistler to Charles Augustus Howell, January 26, 1880 (System number: 02860), Centre for Whistler Studies, 




The figure does not appear to be emerging, but rather sinking into the dark. Her left arm is 
obscured, and her right hand, which is holding a dark brown hat, is barely visible in the veil of 
misty black. The limited visibility of the figure in black is softened at the bottom of her dress by 
the use of a lighter brown. It seems that Whistler’s title, Arrangement in Brown and Black, 
appropriately emphasizes the importance of the relationship of these two colors in this painting. 
The eyes in Whistler’s painting are not clearly defined and the facial expression is elusive, not 
setting up a confrontation with the viewer. Her way of standing with her back straight and her 
chin up conveys her elegant, yet somewhat forceful personality. Whereas Josey’s mezzotint 
shows Miss Corder as a defined figure, Whistler’s image leaves the psychological aspects of the 
figure open to the viewer’s interpretation because of a vagueness, ultimately absent in Josey’s 
mezzotint.  
 Whistler also had a photograph made of Arrangement in Brown and Black: Portrait of 
Miss Rosa Corder in 1893 (Fig. 18). This photograph was included in the album of photographs 
published from the Goupil Gallery in that year.18 He evaluated the first proof of the photograph 
he was shown in 1892, trying to make a subtle adjustment in the photograph, “I am sure the Miss 
Corder ought to give a much finer and lighter result.”19 But when he saw the final proof in 1893, 
he was very satisfied.20     
 The photograph, now an oxidized, reddish-brown image, is different from both 
Whistler’s original painting and Josey’s mezzotint. The original static black gradation on the 
background has turned into a muted sepia tone. The figure in black standing against the black 
background is shown here with a dark-reddish brown gradation, which makes the contour of the 
figure much more visible than it is in the painting in the Frick Collection. The eyes of the 
photographed Miss Corder are clearer, oddly like Josey’s version in mezzotint. The obscurity of 
the figure is much lessened, but the forceful character is still visible in the pose. Although the 
 
18 For detailed discussion of the album, see Chapter 5. 
19 Letter from Whistler to D. C. Thomson, May 2, 1892 (System number: 08205), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
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photograph shares the particular mood with the Frick painting, it turns the misty atmosphere with 
the veil of black seen in the Frick painting into a crisper expression, as if the figure has been 
rejuvenated in the photograph. Has the painting aged over the years? The photograph certainly 
shows an aged image. Interestingly, however, the photograph may preserve the appearance of the 
painting at the time it was photographed, just as others preserved views in the past.   
 Dissatisfied with the reproductive prints made by others, Whistler twice tried to make 
his own reproductions of his paintings. His first attempt was in 1877, when he etched two 
versions of Arrangement in Black, No. 3 – Sir Henry Irving as Philip II of Spain (1876, Fig. 19). 
The second was in 1894, when he created lithographs based on Arrangement in Black and Gold: 
Comte Robert de Montesquiou-Fezensac (1891, Fig. 20). In the second case, having given his 
permission to another to reproduce the portrait for Gazette des Beaux Arts, Whistler found that 
“the end of it was such an infamous etching.”21 He became “furious” after seeing the 
reproduction by Henri Charles Guérard (Fig. 21), and he decided to make a reproduction of the 
painting himself. However, despite intense efforts to create a lithographic reproduction, Whistler 
was greatly dissatisfied with the result. He wrote in a letter to D. C. Thomson, the manager of the 
London branch of the Goupil Gallery: 
 
…This I did my [sic] very impossible to execute - But I was so bored to death with it 
that I had to give it up after keeping them waiting – One cannot produce the same 
masterpiece twice over!! – I had no inspiration - and not working at a new thing from 
nature, I found it impossible to copy myself!22  
 
After this, Whistler never again tried to copy his own work. He wrote to Thomas R. Way, the 
lithographer and printer, “that is the folly of proposing to produce the same masterpiece twice 
over!!”23 Martha Tedeschi suggested that Whistler came to favor photography because he found 
 
21 Letter from Whistler to D.C. Thomson, July 20, 1894 (System number: 08270), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
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that it was impossible for him to copy his own work.24 In a way, the cause of his complaint was 
related to his view regarding the method of making a painting based on a photograph rather than 
working from nature, as I discussed in the previous chapter. He simply could not recreate the 
artistic effect in his second work because of the lack of the same kind of “inspiration” he had 
when working from nature.  
 In August of 1894, Whistler again wrote to Thomson about the aftermath of his 
unsuccessful attempt at reproduction. Whistler wrote: 
 
As to the portrait of the Count we have had marvelous ill luck! – Mons. Badoureau as 
has been explained to you sent to Mons. Hellé here - and gave him the order to do a 
sorte copper plate (!) reproduction! – Judge of my disgust when I saw the highly 
polished vulgar result – all burnished and blackened & shining! - If we had wanted that 
sort of thing we could readily have got it ourselves! But I asked for Badoureau, 
because I wanted exactly the process employed with the "Carlyle" & the portrait of my 
mother - I complained of his result in this case because he would not reproduce the 
photograph in its, to him, puzzling mystery, but must needs draw out for himself a man 
of his own on the photograph & reproduce that!! However I have been to see Mons. 
Hellé - who is to get the negative from the Goupils & to do a reproduction of it as it 
stands without retouching at all - There's where that is -25   
 
Whistler’s preference for photography is apparent. He had been pleased with the earlier 
mezzotints of Carlyle and The Mother executed by Thomas R. Way.26 He had tried to have Way 
reproduce this painting for Gazette des Beaux Arts, but Badoureau, the printer for Gazette des 
Beaux Arts, needed to choose his own engraver. Whistler suggested that Hallé, also a printer, use 
the negative from the Goupil Gallery photograph as a base for the reproduction, because Whistler 
thought the Goupil photograph was of a very good quality “without retouching at all.” It seems, 
therefore, that Whistler’s first choice would have been a photographic reproduction.  
 
24 Tedeschi, “Whistler and the English Print Market,” 23. 
25 Letter from Whistler to D.C. Thomson, August 11, 1894 (System number: 08310), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 10, 2007). 
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 Whistler enjoyed the freedom that photography offered. Photography was a way to 
create reproductions of his paintings without regard to the influence of public taste, pressure 
from publishers, or interpretations of commercial engravers. He found the production process of 
photography allowed him to control the image to be reproduced to a much larger extent than in 












Photographs of Unfinished Paintings 
 
 
 The 1893 photograph of Arrangement in Brown and Black: Portrait of Miss Corder (Fig. 
18) gives a sense that the painting has been rejuvenated; presumably, the photograph displays an 
earlier condition of the painting.1 Many photographs of Whistler’s paintings display even earlier 
stages of the paintings. Whistler purposely made photographs before he finished his paintings 
and treated these photographs of unfinished paintings the same way he treated those of his 
finished paintings. As a result, not only did the photographs of his unfinished paintings create 
confusion and controversy later, but they appear to work against his presentation of his paintings 
as complete works of art. Why did Whistler make photographs of incomplete paintings and send 
them to people as if he approved of the pictures? In this chapter, I will examine the issues 
surrounding his photographs of Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother, Symphony 
in White, No. 1: The White Girl, and Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as 
Philip II, and consider Whistler’s view of those photographs in their unfinished states.   
 
Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother 
 The photograph of Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother (Fig. 15) in the 
New York Public Library was taken sometime before the painting was completely finished. 
Margaret McDonald observed that this photograph shows a state of the picture taken before some 
of the details on the curtain, the butterfly signature, the folds of the skirt, and the pattern on the 
rug, were darkened.2 The alterations became evident in a close visual comparison of the original 
painting and the photograph, and were validated by X-ray examinations of the painting 
 
1 See Chapter 2. 
2 For further information of the alteration, see Margaret MacDonald, “Whistler: The Painting of the ‘Mother’,” Gazette des 




conducted by the laboratory of the Musée du Louvre.3 The footstool in the photograph is higher 
up, which McDonald observed was clearly the earlier position, and the pattern of stripes and 
checks on the rug are not entirely concealed by the footstool when it was placed lower down. 
Visual examination confirms that the photograph shows the mother’s face looking forward 
slightly higher than that of the painting now at the Musée d’Orsay (Fig. 23).4 The photograph 
now quite beautifully exhibits a light yellow-brown image, with a sense of sparkling silver on its 
surface. The fading brown has been excessively lightened, as if developing a sense of 
transparency.   
 Whistler sent this photograph to the American print publisher Samuel Putnam Avery, 
perhaps in 1873. It has two signatures and dates on its mount: one by Whistler, with his butterfly 
emblem, dated 1872 and an inscription that reads, “Arrangement in Grey & Black: Portrait of the 
Painter’s Mother, To S. P. Avery”; and the other signature by the sitter, Anna M. Whistler, dated 
“June 22nd, 1873.” The painting was exhibited at the Royal Academy in March, 1872, and there 
is no record indicating that Whistler worked on the portrait afterwards. The photograph must 
have been taken sometime before this date in 1872, but it is not known whether Whistler ever 
intended to continue to work on the painting after it was photographed. However, the artist 
would have known that the photograph was of an unfinished painting at least at the time he and 
his mother were signing on its mount in 1872 and 1873. Knowing that the photograph showed an 
incomplete state of the painting, Whistler still sent it to S. P. Avery.   
The New York photograph is probably one of the oldest photographs of The Mother, 
although the date when this photograph was actually taken is unknown. It must have been before 
the Royal Academy exhibition in March of 1872, thus it is not one of the twelve, or the 
eighty-eight photographs sent by John Robert Persons in October and December of 1872.5 Even 
the date of the original painting is in dispute. It had long been considered that the painting was 
 
3 Ibid. MacDonald’s article includes diagrams of the picture, indicating the possible alterations. 
4 The painting is now in the Musée d’Orsay. It was in the Louvre when the X-ray examination was conducted. 




completed in 1871 or 1872. In 1964, however, John Sandberg presented 1867 as a possible date 
of Whistler’s undated letter to Henri Fantin-Latour, which stimulated a debate about the date of 
The Mother.6 Whistler wrote in the letter to Fantin-Latour, “I shall have the portrait of my 
mother photographed and I will send you a print.”7 The letter was once dated 1871 by Joseph 
Pennell, but Sandberg argued that it must have been written as early as January of 1867 judging 
from the facts known in Whistler’s life in the late 1860s.8 Whether Whistler had already begun 
this painting in the late 1860s is still uncertain. The New York photograph of The Mother in its 
unfinished state provides no clue to the painting’s completion date. There is no further record to 
suggest when Whistler started the painting or how long he was working on it before it was 
publicly exhibited in 1872.   
 
Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl 
 Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl (1862, Fig. 24) was photographed more than 
once over the course of its creation. The painting was signed and dated 1862 by Whistler on the 
upper right side of the painting. In April, 1862, the painting was rejected by the Royal Academy, 
and was instead exhibited at the Berners Street Gallery in London in November, 1862 under the 
title The Woman in White.9 Whistler continued working on its details even after his half-brother 
G. W. Whistler paid for it in 1866.10 The photograph of The White Girl in the Avery Collection 
 
6 Letter from Whistler to Henri Fantin-Latour, dated by University of Glasgow in August 1872 (System number: 08041), 
Centre for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed July 19, 2007). This letter is one of the important clues 
to determine the creation date and a possible existence of another version of the painting, Arrangement in Grey and Black: The 
Artist’s Mother. The letter is dated August 1872 by University of Glasgow, but scholars including John Sandberg speculate that 
the date may be in January 1867. See Appendix in John Sandberg, “‘Japonisme’ and Whistler,” Burlington Magazine 106, no. 740 
(November 1964): 507; and Margaret F. MacDonald, “Whistler: The Painting of the ‘Mother’,” Gazette des Beaux-Arts 85, no. 
1273 (February 1975): 73-75. 
7 Letter from Whistler to Henri Fantin-Latour, dated by University of Glasgow in August 1872 (System number: 08041), 
Centre for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007) 
8 Sandberg raises his three supporting facts as: 1) The address in the heading of the letter is Whistler’s address of the late 
1860s, after his return from Valparaiso in November of 1866; 2) Whistler’s discussion of Fantin’s recent painting Le Toast, which 
was dismembered soon after it appeared in the Salon of 1865; 3) Whistler’s mention of Fantin’s portrait of his sister Marie, in the 
Salon of 1866. Sandberg speculates that The Mother, complete enough to be photographed and important enough to be sent to the 






in the New York Public Library (Fig. 14), one of the earliest photographs of Whistler’s paintings, 
was taken in London by Elliott & Fry at some time around 1865.11 Although the photograph is 
now a yellowish brown image and the details are rather faded compared to the painting, it can be 
seen that the face is thinner; the mouth is smaller; the eyes are larger and have a more wistful 
expression; the hair to the left of the head is more abundant and curly; the hand holding the lily is 
more slender; and the thumb is hidden from view.12   
 Another photograph of the same painting in the University of Glasgow Library 
collection shows that Whistler had worked over it with watercolor, making the neck appear 
longer, the eyes and mouth larger, and adding more hair.13 It appears that Whistler used this 
photograph to try out new ideas, while struggling to achieve the desired effect. He called this 
painting an “unlucky picture,” perhaps referring to his struggle to complete the painting, its 
rejection by the Royal Academy, and the damage to the canvas.14 Or, did he try to mock art 
photography of the time, when photographers often painted on photographs? This Glasgow 
photograph can be considered to be yet another stage, with details different from the New York 
photograph.15 It is considered that it represents a stage in the repainting which is believed to 
have been done in 1872, but the alterations could have been made at any time up to 1875 since 
Whistler had it in his possession until that year.16 It is not clear if Whistler intended to make 
different versions of the photographs from the painting’s different unfinished states or if they 
were the result of his impulsive activity, just as his recurrent re-painting on the canvas appears to 
 
11 On verso of the photograph, the inscription with pencil read, “Photograph by Eliot & Fry, 56 Baker St. / London / Made in 
1865? / The White Girl Symphony in White No. 1 / Ptg in National Gallery Washington.” But the butterfly indicates that Whistler 
added signature around 1870. 
12 Andrew McLaren Young, Margaret MacDonald, Robin Spencer with the assistance of Hamish Miles, Paintings of James 
McNeill Whistler, Text Volume (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1980), 19. The recent examination with X-rays 
of the original painting conducted by the National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. has revealed that the canvas was once 
damaged underneath the right eye. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Whistler wrote to Alan Cole, “I find at the end of this days [sic] work that I can scarcely hope to have my White Girl ready 
for Saturday – and therefore believe it only right to tell you so at once in order that you may be spared any further annoyance 
because of this unlucky picture – I am very sorry that it should not this year be exhibited but I am afraid that it is impossible…” 
Whistler was struggling to make this painting ready to be exhibited. Letter from Whistler to Alan Cole, April 25, 1872 (System 
number: 09011), Centre for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed September 3, 2007).  
15 Young, 19. 




be part of an unplanned process.     
 
Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as Philip II 
Another photograph in the New York Public Library, of the painting Arrangement in 
Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as Philip II, shows an unfinished state (Fig. 25). Here 
Whistler clarified that it was unfinished, by inscribing on the mount, “present condition – 
unfinished – (never finished)” along with the title and his signature with a butterfly monogram. 
Although it was undated, the butterfly along with his signature suggests it could be dated about 
1876 and 1877.17   
A brief visual examination of the existing painting, now in the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art (Fig. 26), and the New York Public Library photograph reveals many differences between the 
two. The photograph shows the figure to be very sketchy, with an ambiguous facial expression. It 
shows the texture of a dark shade of watery paint on the background, which drips onto his left 
leg, and the costume is not clearly defined. Henry Irving in the photograph has a cape on, 
hanging down his back, which is possibly still unpainted, apparent from the excessively sketchy 
outlines. The cape does not cover his shoulder, thus exposing both of his sketchy shoulders. In 
the Metropolitan Museum painting, on the other hand, Irving’s facial expression appears more 
determined, framed with a more solid mustache and beard. The black costume is elaborated with 
oak-brown trims, and a vague, yet decorated necklace hanging around his neck. The cape in the 
finished painting is painted black, and conceals his right shoulder completely. One can see these 
differences between the painting and photograph in the details much more clearly than those in 
The Mother. Today, Henry Irving in the Metropolitan Museum appears to be a very subdued 
painting under the dim light in the museum gallery. The contour of his black costume is almost 
invisible against black background. The face looks brownish as if it is sinking into the deep black, 
 
17 Note 27, in Linda Merrill, A Pot of Paint: Aesthetics on Trial in Whistler v. Ruskin (Washington and London: Smithsonian 




and the overall impression is sooty.   
Portrait of Henry Irving was exhibited in 1877 at the opening exhibition of the new 
Grosvenor Gallery in London, and the New York photograph may show how it appeared at that 
time. The Gallery intended to celebrate the achievements of modern British artists, freeing them 
from the strictures that were imposed by the conservative selection committee of the Royal 
Academy of Arts. Sir Coutts Lindsay, the founder of the Grosvenor Gallery, permitted artists to 
send whatever they wished to exhibit. Whistler, knowing it was unfinished, included 
Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as Philip II to be exhibited at the 
Grosvenor Gallery.   
 Whistler’s exhibited works, including the unfinished Henry Irving and some other 
finished and unfinished paintings, provoked harsh criticism from the influential English critic 
John Ruskin. Ruskin especially targeted Whistler’s Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling 
Rocket (1877, Fig. 27) as “flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face,” pointing out its 
incompleteness, even though, unlike Henry Irving, it was, in fact, a finished painting.18 Whistler 
sued Ruskin for libel in a lawsuit in which the central issues were the subject matter of the 
painting and the definition of “finished.” Sketchiness was part of Whistler’s artistic style, but it 
was not readily accepted by more traditional critics.19 On the witness stand in court, Edward 
Burne-Jones declared, “I think it is a work of art, but very incomplete… It shows no finish – I 
should call it a sketch. I do not think Mr. Whistler ever intended it to be regarded as a finished 
work.”20 The unfinished works included in the Grosvenor Gallery exhibition perhaps helped 
form the public opinion that Whistler’s works appeared excessively sketchy.   
 
18 Ruskin wrote, “For Mr. Whistler’s own sake, no less than for the protection of the purchaser, Sir Coutts Lindsay ought not 
to have admitted works into the gallery in which the ill-educated conceit of the artist so nearly approached the aspect of willful 
imposture. I have seen, and heard, much of Cockney impudence before now; but never expected to hear a coxcomb ask two 
hundred guineas for flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face.” In the Grosvenor Gallery, Nocturne in Black and Gold: The 
Falling Rocket was shown under the title, Nocturne in Black and Gold. The quotes here were originally written in John Ruskin, 
“Life Guards of New Life,” in Fors 79, no. 29 (July 1877), in Cook and Wedderburn, 29: 160; the same article also appeared in 
“Mr. Ruskin on the Grosvenor Gallery,” Architect (July 14, 1877).   
19 For the detailed information of the lawsuit, see Linda Merrill, A Pot of Paint: Aesthetics on Trial in Whistler v. Ruskin 
(Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992). 




 Linda Merrill explained that Whistler did not have new paintings to send to the 
exhibition and the ones he had on hand were unfinished because of his preoccupation with the 
interior design project in progress for Frederick R. Leyland.21 Whistler, however, might have 
thought that this stage of the unfinished Henry Irving still expressed his artistic concept. Without 
doubt, he did not desire it to be seen as a finished work, judging from his clear inscription on the 
photograph. But he hired a photographer to have the unfinished painting photographed, and 
ultimately sent the photograph to S. P. Avery in New York. Whistler also sent a photograph 
identical to the Avery photograph to George Aloysius Lucas, an American art dealer and collector 
in Paris. The Lucas photograph, now in the Baltimore Museum of Art, once made the Pennells 
wonder if two different portraits existed.22   
 Whistler made more photographs of Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry 
Irving - as Philip II at other stages of creation. Ellen Terry’s son Gordon Craig owned another 
photograph of the painting showing yet a different image. Several details were very different in 
Craig’s photograph and it was once believed to be a sketch for the same subject or even another 
version of it.23 Interestingly, the discovery of this photograph by Craig in 1930 created 
uncertainty about the authenticity of Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as 
Philip II owned by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It was eventually settled that the 
Metropolitan Museum’s painting was the authentic original work painted by Whistler, and that 
Ellen Terry’s photograph was taken from the painting in an unfinished state.24 Whistler’s 
production and distribution of photographs of unfinished paintings left the Metropolitan Museum 




21 Merrill, A Pot of Paint, 14-20. For the detail of the project for Leyland, see Linda Merrill, Peacock Room: A Cultural 
Biography (New Haven: Yale University, 1998). 
22 The Pennells eventually concluded that the Lucas photograph was taken while Whistler was still painting the picture and 
there were not two portraits. Pennell, Life of James McNeill Whistler, 1: 200.  
23 Young, Text Vol.: 110. 




The photograph as a unique piece of art: its relation to Whistler’s tonal etching 
 One might be inclined to believe that these photographs of unfinished states of the 
paintings were meant to document the process of creation. It may initially appear to be similar to 
the conceptual use of photography practiced by some twentieth-century artists who were 
interested in the process of creation.25 However, Whistler generally cared more about the artistic 
effect achieved in the final painting rather than making his creative process visible. For instance, 
in the 1877 libel suit against Ruskin, another issue was whether the “labour” to create the 
painting was worth two hundred guineas. Whistler answered to the Attorney-General who had 
asked how long it took him to paint the painting: 
 
As well as I remember, about a day… Well, I won’t be quite positive; I may have 
still put a few more touches to it the next day if the painting were not dry. I had 
better say then, that I was two days at work on it.26   
 
Whistler’s words, although sarcastic, suggest that he did not consider that the “labour” was an 
issue. Whistler was not interested in the value of the labor as much as Ruskin, who saw the 
amount of human labor involved as an important influence on the quality of the art.27 Rather, 
Whistler’s interest lay in the expression of his “knowledge of a lifetime.”28   
 In some ways, Whistler treated the photographs of his work as if they were part of his 
other graphic work in various mediums. He controlled the quality of the photographed images, 
mounted them on thick paper, authorized them by adding his signature with his usual butterfly 
monogram, and gave them away or sold them. He treated even the photographs of incomplete 
paintings in the same way. In fact, the photographs of unfinished paintings do not initially appear 
incomplete unless so noted as it was in the New York photograph of Henry Irving. Whistler did 
not indicate the stage of The Mother in the photograph in New York, although it was unfinished. 
 
25 Generally speaking, some of the artists of the Conceptual Art, especially those who created “Happenings” in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, attempted to document their artistic activities using photographs. Peter Osborne, ed., Conceptual Art (London 
and New York: Phaidon, 2002).  
26 Whistler, Gentle Art, 4-5. 
27 For Ruskin’s view of photography, see Chapter 1. 




Only after the close examination made by Margaret McDonald can we see that the photograph is 
not a copy of the actual portrait, but rather another version of the portrait.   
 Therefore, if the appearance of the original painting cannot be confirmed, we cannot 
determine if the photograph shows a finished or unfinished state of the painting. Another 
photograph in the New York Public Library, Harmony in Pink and Red (1876/8, Fig. 28), for 
instance, shows a full-size portrait of a woman in a Victorian costume seen from the back, 
slightly looking back to her audience over her left shoulder. The photograph, mounted on thick, 
white paper, still in a good shape, clearly shows the details of the painting. The original colors of 
pink and red, assumed from its title, have been converted into the monochrome range of the 
photograph. But the harmonious tonal gradation made by the various browns evokes a sense of 
colors in the viewer’s imagination. The photograph displays thin paint dripping down onto the 
dress, and the texture of the coarse canvas surface can be seen through the thin paint. Do the 
traces of the paint indicate that it is a photograph in its unfinished state as in the Henry Irving? 
Possibly, yet not certainly, because Whistler often left the sense of the unfinished in many of his 
finished works, as was argued in court in 1877. There are more surviving photographs which 
were considered to be identical to the New York photograph of Harmony in Pink and Red, but 
Whistler did not indicate any of these as being unfinished. The Pennells recorded that Whistler 
destroyed Harmony in Pink and Red, possibly in 1879 at the time of his bankruptcy after the libel 
suit. Whether or not their anecdotal memory is right, the whereabouts of this painting is currently 
unknown.29 With the subject lost, the photograph of Harmony in Pink and Red is the only image 
left of the painting, which gives us no clue to determine whether it is unfinished. In this sense, 
the photograph itself can be separated from the original to become a unique piece of his art. 
Perhaps it does not matter whether the painting in the photograph was actually finished or not. 
What is important is that the photograph is a product of Whistler’s original expression, and that 
he actively intended to create it.   
 




 The photographs of unfinished paintings suggest the idea of possible variations of the 
same image, something similar to what Whistler did in his tonal etchings produced in 1879 and 
1880.30 The series of etchings of Nocturne (1879-80, Fig. 29) in Venice, for instance, yielded 
five proofs from one original plate, showing a unique image for each printed impression. At this 
time in his career as an etcher, Whistler printed his plates by himself with the help of studio 
assistants, so that he could maintain control over the printing process. By varying the color and 
the amount of ink on the surface of the plate each time he pulled an impression, he created a 
different mood in each print while using the same copper plate. Perhaps Whistler had this process 
in mind when creating the photographs of unfinished paintings. He multiplied the etched images 
by printing, and he made each impression slightly different to present a unique object of art. 
Similarly, he made multiplications of a work on canvas with the aid of photography, and he made 
slightly different images by photographing the canvas at different stages in its development as a 
painting. 
 In this way, Whistler played with photography’s ability to bring the past into existence 
in the present. Since the present is always changing, a photograph taken in the past can be 
considered a unique image, being independent of the present condition of the same subject. 
Generally, a finished painting is more static than a printed image, showing only one image on 
one canvas, not allowing automatic multiplications. But by photographing different stages in the 
production process of works on canvas, Whistler played with photography’s ability to present 
different possible images as variations of the same subject created on canvas. At the same time, it 
appears as if he tried to bring the image from the past into the art of the present. With the use of 
the photographs of unfinished paintings, Whistler explored photography’s ability to manipulate 
time in relation to the concept of his art, theme and variations.
 
30 For details of Whistler’s tonal etching, see Peter Black, Copper into Gold: Whistler and 19th Century Printmaking 





The photograph in the exhibition in 1892 
 
 
Whistler’s most dramatic public use of photography came in 1892. In his solo exhibition 
in London that year, Whistler exhibited a photograph of Arrangement in Grey and Black: The 
Artist’s Mother (Fig. 30) in place of the original, along with forty-three oil paintings. The original 
canvas had been purchased by the French government in December of the previous year, which 
consequently brought Whistler the decoration of the Legion of Honor by the French government 
as well as the honor of being the first American-born artist whose work was included in the 
French state collection.1 The painting had already been sent to the Luxembourg Museum in 
Paris at the time of the London exhibition.2 Whistler did not try to make the original painting 
available for the London exhibition, nor did he delete the work from his exhibition list. Perhaps 
he did not want to allow this work of fame to be on view in London. He was happy to display its 
absence and the reason for it.  
 
The battle with critics 
The exhibition, Nocturne, Marines, and Chevalet Pieces was held in the spring of 1892 
at the London branch of Boussod, Valadon & Cie., known as the Goupil Gallery, then located at 
116-117 New Bond Street. Whistler had not yet had an exhibition devoted exclusively to his oil 
paintings, though he constantly exhibited his graphic works in London. Although oil paintings 
appeared in his first solo exhibition in the Pall Mall gallery in London in 1874, there were only 
thirteen, along with fifty prints.3 Thus the Goupil Gallery show in 1892 was technically 
 
1 For the detail of the process of the purchase, see McDonald “The Selling of Whistler’s ‘Mother’,” 97-120. 
2 Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother was transferred to Jeu de Paume in 1922, then to the Musée du 
Louvre in 1926. It has been housed in the Musée d’Orsay since 1986. 




Whistler’s first retrospective, representing works from every important phase of his career as a 
painter. Of the forty-three paintings on view, some works were painted in the 1850s and had not 
been shown since the 1860s, and some were relatively recent works from the late 1880s. D. C. 
Thomson, the manager of the Goupil Gallery who served as a collaborator with Whistler for this 
exhibition, later recalled that this show was even finer than the remarkable Memorial Exhibition 
of 1903.4 Whistler called it “my heroic kick in Bond Street,” doubtless hoping to defeat the 
critics, who had criticized his work when it was previously exhibited.5  
When the exhibition opened on March 19, 1892, it was an immediate success.  The 
English critics and public responded with favorable attention and praise, describing it as “the 
most complete collection of Mr. Whistler’s best works in art” and “a very distinguished 
collection.”6 Pleased, Whistler wrote to D. C. Thomson: 
 
The success is certainly absolute in every sense – Not only from the endless letters 
that come pouring in, do I get this – but from the fury of the press! – In short the 
success is as I wish it – of two kinds – a business one for you – and for me the 
further execration of a bewildered people whom it is my pleasure to pipe in and out 
of the “quick set hedge” – The “appreciation” you speak of, I am afraid I don’t value 
in the least!7  
 
Whistler was more interested in agitating the press than in the business success of his artistic 
achievements.   
 Whistler knew the Goupil exhibition was a great opportunity to consolidate his position 
in the English art scene, where he had suffered from harsh criticism, or so he thought. He 
exaggerated the negative effects of the unfavorable press so as to present himself as a victim of 
the English critics.8 He described Paris as the place “where all my strongest art sympathies are 
 
4 The Memorial Exhibition was held after Whistler’s death in 1903. Ibid., 2: 121. 
5 “My heroic kick in Bond Street” was quoted in Ibid., 2: 117.   
6 Ibid., 2: 121; “The Whistler Show,” Pall Mall Gazette 54, no. 8423 (March 19, 1892): 2. 
7 Letter from Whistler to D. C. Thomson, March 29, 1892 (System number, 08355), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007).   
8 For his attitude to the critics, see Catherine Carter Goebel, “Mr. Whistler and His Critics: Out of Their Own Mouths Shall 




centred,” referring to the entry of Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother into the 
French collection.9 Holding up the evident approval of his art by the French government, 
Whistler tried to “catch the conscience of the critics” in London.10   
Whistler’s tool to control their “conscience” was the exhibition catalogue which was 
organized by Whistler and was for sale in the gallery. He entitled this catalogue Nocturnes, 
Marines & Chevalet Pieces: Small Collection Kindly Lent by Their Owners (Fig. 31), thereby 
emphasizing that the collection was merely a “small collection” of his works while implying that 
he was a producer of even greater works. Besides the list of the titles and the owner of the works 
exhibited, the catalogue included many excerpts from articles written by the English critics years 
earlier. For instance, in the catalogue entry for Arrangement in Grey and Black: Portrait of the 
Painter’s Mother, an excerpt from the original review in The Times appears, “Criticism and 
admiration seem alike impossible, and the mind vacillates between a feeling that the artist is 
playing a practical joke upon the spectator, or that the painter is suffering from some peculiar 
optical delusion…”11 A writer in the Advertiser followed, “It is impossible to take Mr. Whistler 
seriously.”12 The critics disliked the catalogue, characterizing it as “the chilling effect of an old 
joke,” and referring to his old catalogues and publication which included the same type of 
texts.13 His 1890 publication, The Gentle Art of Making Enemies (Fig. 32), also consisted of a 
collection of similar criticisms and his own attempts to clarify his concept of his art. In the 
introduction to the reprint published in 1967, Alfred Werner wrote, “Whistler was among the first 
modern artists to refuse to tolerate misunderstanding by critics and art lovers.”14 Whistler was 
never silent when his art was criticized.   
A writer in The Echo complained in March 1892 that the sentences were “torn away 
 
9 The quote is in An Indiscriminate Admirer [a writer in the journal], “A Gossip at Goupil’s Mr. Whistler on His Works,” 
The Illustrated London News (March 26, 1892): 384. 
10 Ibid.   
11 James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Nocturnes, Marines & Chevalet Pieces: Small Collection Kindly Lent by their Owners 
[exh. cat.] (London, 1892), 27. 
12 Ibid. 
13 “Mr. Whistler’s Exhibition,” Time, (March 19, 1892): 9. 




from their original context and attached to pictures which did not originally provoke the 
criticism.”15 Perhaps Whistler wanted to include the especially harsh parts of the criticisms, 
enjoying the game of chasing his critics. During this exhibition, he continued collecting cropped 
excerpts from recently published articles, and adding them to revised editions of the catalogue.16 
Whistler asked his friends and family to collect reviews for him, and he also employed 
press-clipping agencies for this task.17 Margaret McDonald observed that Whistler omitted parts 
with the critics’ qualified approvals because the praise was too “obscure,” not clearly stating their 
position.18 Catherine Carter Goebel believed that Whistler was aware of the power of critics who 
could influence the opinion of his audience, and that he was determined to shape his own 
legacy.19 He once wrote in a letter to Thomson, “I will not have myself presented by any one - or 
excused - or explained.”20 To be sure, Whistler desired not to be presented by others. With his 
sarcasm, he presented himself using others’ words, while enjoying this game with obsessive 
enthusiasm. He had been criticized during the 1860s and 1870s but, in fact, by 1892, he was 
already famous and accepted in England, evident by the entry of Arrangement in Grey and Black, 
No. 2: Portrait of Thomas Carlyle (1877, Fig. 33) into the public collection for the city of 
Glasgow in April, 1891. Whistler, however, was traumatized by his earlier criticisms, and never 
tried to update his statements and exhibition catalogues to reflect recent a more positive 
re-evaluation by the critics and the public.  
 
The role of the photograph of The Mother 
The photograph of The Mother exhibited in the London gallery was used as a part of his 
game with the critics. His aim was to increase the public’s awareness of the absence of the 
 
15 S. “The Vengeance of Mr. Whistler,” Echo (March 22, 1892): 20. 
16 The catalogue was revised and published until its 6th edition. Letter from Whistler to D. C. Thomson, March 29, 1892 
(System number: 08355), Centre for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler. arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007).   
17 Goebel, 75.  
18 McDonald, “Whistler: The Painting of ‘The Mother’,” 84.  
19 Goebel, 74-82. 
20 Letter from Whistler to D.C. Thomson, April 1, 1892 (System number: 08339), Centre for Whistler Studies, 




original painting, and its replacement with the photograph greatly contributed to “catch the 
conscience of the critics.”21 He inserted in the catalogue at its entry, “Photograph of Picture” in 
place of the owner’s information to ensure that the audience would know that it was a 
reproduction. The reviewer in Pall Mall Gazette lamented, “We can only regret that the noble 
portrait of the painter’s mother is not here to keep them company.”22 “G. M.” (Pseudonym: 
George Moore) wrote in The Speaker: 
 
The portrait of the mother is, as everyone knows, in the Luxembourg; but a 
reproduction hangs next to the door, as if to remind us of the honour which France 
has done, but which we failed to do, to the great painter of the nineteenth century; 
and after much hesitation and arguing with myself I feel sure that on the whole this 
picture is the painter’s greatest work in portraiture.23   
 
Today, museums often utilize a photograph in a gallery in place of an unavailable work, or to 
help contextualize the work in its original historical or physical setting. In 1892, however, the 
practice was not yet common, but Whistler was well aware that the photograph could bring the 
missing context into the gallery.    
Perhaps the simple installation scheme also helped to bring the gallery visitor’s focus to 
the photograph. Whistler eliminated all possible distractions in the installation, and placed the 
photograph alone on the wall. In past exhibitions, Whistler had supervised all aspects of 
installation, including the layout design, matting and framing, and lighting. He was known as “a 
master in minute details” for his exhibition design.24 For the Goupil Gallery show as well, he 
worked on this installation almost entirely on his own. Thomson declared: 
 
The arrangement of the pictures was entirely in Mr. Whistler’s own hands, for 
although it had been arranged that several young artists should come to the Gallery 
the evening the works were to be hung, through some mischance they did not 
 
21 Illustrated London News, 384. 
22 “The Whistler Show” Pall Mall Gazette 54, no. 8423 (March 19, 1892): 2.   
23 G. M. [Pseudonym: George Moore], “Mr. Whistler’s Portraits,” Speaker (April 2, 1892): 406. 




arrive.25   
 
Whistler designed this gallery to look rather ordinary. “N. N.” (Pseudonym: Elizabeth Robins 
Pennell) in The Nation described the installation view: 
 
To those who look only for eccentricity from Mr. Whistler the show must be a 
disappointment. There are none of the yellow canopies and yellow walls, none of the 
fluttering butterflies and original schemes of decoration which his name suggests. 
The pictures … hang on Messrs, Boussod & Valadon’s red walls as at other times do 
those of the ordinary exhibition…26   
 
According to Thomson, describing the view to Beatrix Whistler, Whistler’s wife, there might 
have been two separate rooms, one small and one large.27 Many of the paintings were grouped in 
threes, with a large one in the center and a small painting at each side of it. Although Whistler 
mentioned the exclusion of graphic works in this exhibition, Thomas R. Way remembered that 
six original lithographs were shown on a screen.28 Perhaps this was a later addition after 
Whistler left for Paris, soon after the initial installation. The photograph of The Artist’s Mother 
was hung on the wall, unlike the other works which were displayed in groups, and was the last 
work in the exhibition.29 8 x 10 inches in size, it hung next to the door, on the red wall in the 
gallery.30 Even for those who had never seen the monumental-sized original painting, the 
 
25 Pennells, Life of James McNeill Whistler, 2: 121. 
26 N. N. [Pseudonym: Elizabeth Robins Pennell according to People’s Index], “Mr. Whistler’s Triumph,” Nation 54, no. 
1398 (April 14, 1892): 280.  
27 The letter from D. C. Thomson to Beatrix Whistler described the detailed view in the gallery: “The portrait of ‘Carlyle’ 
[Arrangement in Grey and Black: Thomas Carlyle (67 3/8 x 56 1/2”)] is in the centre of the large room with marines [unidentified 
seascapes] at each side. The Lady Meux [Harmony in Pink and Grey: Portrait of Lady Meux, Henry Meux (76 1/2 x 23 1/2”)] is 
on the other end wall, with the Venice [Nocturne: Blue and Gold – St. Mark’s, Venice (17 1/2 x 23 1/2”)] & Madame Coronios 
Nocturne [possibly Nocturne: Brown and Gold, also known as Nocturne in Black and Gold: Entrance to Southampton Water (18 
3/4 x 24 7/8)] on each side…” Letter from D. C. Thomson to Beatrix Whistler, March 19, 1892 (System number: 05705), Centre 
for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007).   
28 The lithographs are not listed in the exhibition catalogue, but Thomas R. Way remembered the lithographs were also 
exhibited. Thomas R. Way, Memories of James McNeill Whistler (London and New York: John Lane, 1912), 97. 
29 The Mother was the final exhibit in the gallery. McDonald, “Whistler: The Painting of ‘The Mother’,” 83. 
30 The same photograph was included in the later publication of James McNeill Whistler, Nocturnes, Marines, and Chevalet 
Pieces (London: Goupil Gallery, 1893). Letter from Whistler to D. C. Thomson, April 13, 1892 (System number 08340), Centre 
for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007), and from Thomson to Whistler, April 14, 
1892 (System number 05723), Centre for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007). Each 
photograph in the album was approximately 8 x 10 inches. The size was planned and mentioned in another letter from Whistler to 
Thomson dated April 7 or 28, 1892 (System number 05744), Centre for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ 




photograph must have looked awkwardly small.   
 Whistler could have had a larger photograph, but decidedly chose this small photograph 
to display. Perhaps he wanted to exaggerate the absence of the original painting even more by 
displaying this small photograph. He may have also wanted to make sure that the quality of the 
photograph was good enough to draw the attention of the viewers. In 1889, Whistler was excited 
about making “a splendid large photograph” of Arrangement in Brown and Black: Portrait of 
Miss Rosa Corder, although it was never realized. He also suggested having a photograph made 
of his Symphony in White No. 3 (1867, Fig. 34) as “almost the size of the original as the picture 
is not too large.”31 In 1892, however, he considered that “we fear we may have tended to rather 
exaggerate the size.”32 He must have trained his eyes to look carefully at photographs over the 
years, while dealing with photographs of his paintings. Whistler also continued, “Indeed the 
figures look more sharp and smarter when not too big.”33 He seems to have preferred a 
sharply-focused image for the photograph. Interestingly, Whistler’s preference for clarity in 
photographic images seems to contrast with the Pictorialist photographers’ desire to create their 
Whistleresque prints of vague, soft-focused images.   
 
The reproductions: Lithograph vs. Photograph 
This souvenir-sized photograph of The Mother became a real threat to the lithographer 
Thomas R. Way, whose lithographic reproductions after Whistler (Fig. 35) were sold at the 
exhibition. Way’s lithographs, slightly smaller than the photograph at 5.9 x 6.5 inches (150 x 167 
mm), were stamped with a small butterfly signature as a sign of Whistler’s approval. Although 
 
31 The size of the original canvas of Symphony in White No. 3 is 20 1/2 x 30 1/8 inches (52 x 76.5 cm). Arrangement in 
Brown and Black: Portrait of Miss Rosa Corder is 3/4 x 36 3/8 inches (192. 4 x 92.4 cm). According to Whistler’s letter to 
Theodore Child, Whistler tried to have a photograph of almost the size of Symphony in White No. 3. Letter from Whistler to Child, 
October or November in 1889 (?), (System number 09264), Centre for Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ 
(Accessed August 9, 2007).   
32 Letter from Whistler to Thomson, April 6, 1892 (System number 08346), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007). 




they were for sale in the gallery, only ten of these lithographs were sold during the exhibition.34 
Way declared in a letter to Whistler, “the fine photo you have in the Exhibition is selling and 
taking the wind out of my sails for the moment.”35 The photograph was actually not for sale in 
the exhibition.36 Way’s complaint must have been caused by the announcement Thomson had 
made in the first week of April of the future sale of an album of photographs.37 Shortly after the 
announcement, Thomson started receiving a great number of inquiries about the details of the 
publication. Apparently the visitors preferred the photograph to Way’s lithograph. Perhaps since 
many of them must not have seen the original painting of The Mother since it was in Paris, they 
sought more likeness in the reproduction. The medium of photography automatically validated 
the accuracy of the likeliness.   
In fact, although Way’s meticulous work is visible in the lithograph created after 
Whistler’s portrait, the lithograph looks rather banal. Later in 1892, Way wrote to Whistler: 
 
I also send you six impressions of my lithograph of which I beg your acceptance, 
although looking at them, after a long interval, I feel them to be terribly unworthy 
[of] their subject. They do not make much progress with the sale at Goupils.38 
   
The lithograph now at the Metropolitan Museum displays the composition of Whistler’s mother’s 
portrait with appropriate accuracy in a reduced size. However, it only shows a stiff gradation of 
black and, crucially, a lack of the particular atmosphere of the painting. In 1872, the original 
portrait was observed to be compositionally “vacant” by the contemporary reviewers who were 
unable to detect the modern features of this painting.39 Perhaps this painting was difficult to 
 
34 Letter from Thomson to Whistler, April 14, 1892 (System number 05723), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 10, 2007). 
35 Letter from T. R. Way to Whistler, April 9, 1892 (System number 06095), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 10, 2007).  
36 Letter from Thomson to Whistler, April 14, 1892 (System number 05723), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 10, 2007). The Album was published in the following year, 1893. See 
Chapter 5. 
37 Letter from Whistler to Thomson dated April 7 or 28, 1892 (System number 05744), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 9, 2007). 
38 Letter from Way to Whistler, September 26, 1892 (System number: 06096), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 10, 2007). 





represent in any form since its true subject was the “arrangement.” Further, none of Whistler’s 
paintings was able to be readily represented in reproductive prints, since the subject of these 
paintings was not really figurative, but an abstract notion of the atmosphere. The photograph, on 
the other hand, at least offered validation of what the original looked like.   
 Whistler’s use of the photograph in the Goupil Gallery exhibition no doubt stemmed 
from the idea of using photography as a convenient tool to bring the original context into the 
gallery. It was a tool to demonstrate the absence of the original, and to visualize the presence of 
its absence. Yet, did Whistler actually find beauty in photographic images? Whistler’s statements 
expressing his appreciation of photography began to appear in the 1890s in his personal letters, 
which will be discussed in the last chapter, and indicate that he was in fact seeing something 








Whistler’s Portfolio of Photographs: Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces 
 
 In 1893, the year following the Goupil Gallery exhibition, Whistler published an album 
of photographs. The album, Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces, was a carefully produced 
portfolio which consisted of selected photographs of twenty-four of the paintings exhibited in 
1892. He had published four sets of etchings and several catalogues and books by this time, but 
Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces was his first and only publication that was exclusively 
devoted to photographs.1 Whistler lived in Paris at this time, away from London where the 
album was published, and his frequent correspondence with D. C. Thomson (who served as the 
publisher this time) reveals that Whistler was greatly involved with every aspect of its production. 
Whistler was particular about the quality of the photographs as well as the whole design of the 
album, while trying to materialize his aesthetic concept. The date of the publication coincides 
with the time when Whistler began to express his appreciation for artistic photographs. 
Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces can be seen as the most comprehensive survey of 
Whistler’s photographs. 
 
Souvenir or Album 
 Two weeks before the opening of the Goupil Gallery exhibition in March of 1892, D. C. 
Thomson proposed a publication of reproductions of Whistler’s paintings. Thomson wrote, 
“Could we get up a ‘Whistler Souvenir’ or something of that kind – or an edition de luxe?”2 
 
1 Whistler’s published sets of etchings are: French Set (1858); Thames Set (1871); First Venice Set (1881); and Second 
Venice Set (1886). Besides the original etchings, Whistler had published exhibition catalogues sold at his solo exhibitions since 
the 1870s and published Gentle Art of Making Enemies (the anthology of his writings and press cuttings) in 1890. For more on 
the subject of Whistler’s book publishing, see Avis Berman, “Whistler and the Printed Page: The Artist as Book Designer,” 
American Art 9, No. 2 (Summer 1995): 62-87; Patricia de Montfort, “Whistler and Heinemann: Adventure in Publishing in the 
1890s,” in Whistler Review 2, ed. Martha Tedeschi and Nigel Thorp, (Glasgow: University of Glasgow, 2003), 64-73. 
2 Letter from D. C. Thomson to Whistler, March 4, 1892 (System number: 05695), Centre for Whistler Studies, 




Whistler responded next day, “‘Souvenir’ Explain more fully your idea.”3 Thomson wrote again 
to Whistler a few days later: 
 
‘Souvenir’ / ‘Edition de Luxe’ } The idea is that is [it] might be possible – it would 
be possible rather – to sell an edition de luxe on say some thing ‘The Whistlers 
Paintings in oil’ with Notes by the Artist, remarks by the “critics” & reproductions of 
his chief pictures. This might be either done in an expensive way & be a permanent 
& serious Art publication with 12, 15, - or 20 photogravures from the pictures direct. 
This would be an ‘edition de luxe’ If that is not found practicable a smaller affair 
with typogravure illustrations (like the Figaro Salon) might be tried & called a 
‘Souvenir.’4  
 
Thomson called it a “souvenir” or “edition de luxe,” by which he probably meant a publication 
as a reminder of the exhibition or as a by-product of the exhibition. Thomson suggested the use 
of the photogravure, the photomechanical prints on paper produced by translating the tonalities 
of the photograph using a copper plate.5 In the late 1890s, the Goupil Gallery pioneered in 
making and publishing the photogravure. The “typogravure” was another relief print process 
used to produce illustrations in a less expensive way using engraved wood instead of copper.6  
Whistler’s response to Thomson’s proposal was written three weeks later, enthusiastically 
suggesting a different approach to the publication: 
 
I have had an idea – I think that we might, and indeed ought to bring out a beautiful 
book – All the pictures photographed – This in any case I wish you to have done – 
Don’t write a line to any of the owners, The copyright is mine of course – except in 
the case of the Graces’ three portraits – But all that we can square afterwards.  The 
thing to do now is to photograph beautifully the works while we have them – Also 
don’t trouble about sending over to Paris for the Goupil process – Get someone in 
 
3 Letter from Whistler to D. C. Thomson, March 5, 1892 (System number: 08357), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
4 Letter from D. C. Thomson to Whistler, March 8, 1892 (System number: 05699), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
5 Mora Gilles, Photo Speak: A Guide to the Ideas, Movements, and Techniques of Photography 1839 to the Present (New 
York, London and Paris: Abbeville Press Publishers, 1998), 168. 
6 Jean-Daniel Lemoine, “Photomechanical Process in the 19th Century,” JiDeL – Graphic, 
http://perso.orange.fr/lemoine.jd/index1.html. (English Translation Version, http://translate.google.com/tran 
slate?hl=en&sl=fr&u=http://perso.orange.fr/lemoine.jd/index1.html&sa=X&oi=translate&resnum=1&ct=result&prev=/search




London – and photograph the painting – indeed I think I prefer that to the 
Photogravure – it is more artistic – Well – then the text is all ready – Don’t you see. 
the Catalogue!! – Opposite each painting the extracts that I have already collected! – 
Perfect! That is the real Whistler Album if you like! and moreover the only text I 
could tolerate – for I will not have myself presented by any one – or excused – or 
explained – The whole thing is perfect – and what a lovely volume – bound as a few 
of the Gentle Art were bound – you have never seen them, but I will send you one to 
look at – in my brown paper with gold letters – but far more beautiful than even the 
large edition that you had on your table – Now this would be a success – especially 
in America – All detail we can arrange – But begin with the best photographer – 7 
 
Excited, Whistler shaped the detail. Instead of a “souvenir,” what Whistler referred to was an 
“album,” perhaps indicating that this publication as a rare, hand-made book rather than as a 
mass-produced book with images which was made only to serve as a visual reminder. He 
neglected the copyright issue, which Thomson eventually had to take care of in detail. Whistler 
planned to use the same text that he had printed in the earlier exhibition catalogue, apparently on 
the facing page of each photograph.  
In several subsequent letters to Whistler, Thomson explained the copyright issue, and 
declined the use of the text from the earlier catalogue, saying: “Frankly we should prefer not to 
use the text of the Catalogue. It is hardly serious enough for such splendid pictures.”8 He also 
confirmed Whistler’s desire to use original photographs, “Are you sure you prefer photographs 
which certainly fade in many years to any process?”9 The process of photogravure allowed the 
use of regular printing ink, which Thomson believed would create more durable, better 
illustrations than original photographs which depend on chemical reactions on light-sensitive 
paper.10 In fact, photogravure prints, which had been perfected by around 1880, began to be used 
 
7 Letter from Whistler to D. C. Thomson, April 1, 1892 (System number: 08339), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
8 Letter from Thomson to Whistler, April 5, 1892 (System number: 05715), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed September 29, 2007). 
9 Letter from Thomson to Whistler, April 2, 1892 (System number 05713), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
10 The process was first invented by W. H. F. Talbot in 1858 and came into use in a commercial form around 1880 after 
improvements by Karel Klic. Brian Coe and Mark Haworth-Booth, A Guide to Early Photographic Processes (London: Victoria 




for quality reproductions of the works of many of the best-known pictorial photographers in the 
1890s and 1900s, visually demonstrating photography’s aesthetic value.11 But Whistler persisted 
on the use of original photographs, and the production order was eventually placed for “Portfolio 
of Orthochromatic Photographs.”12 By the use of this particular word “orthochromatic,” 
Whistler may have wanted to indicate his special interest in tonality, as discussed in the next 
section. The actual photographs were albumen silver prints made from wet glass plate negatives, 
a common photographic process in the late nineteenth century.    
 
Whistler and the camera 
Whistler’s personal experience as a sitter goes back to the earliest family album 
photograph showing Whistler when he was about ten (Fig. 36). He often had sat as a model since 
then, once for Edgar Degas, who was quite a serious amateur photographer. Whistler would have 
known that Degas’s attitude towards photography was driven by his artistic interest in the 
medium, and must have been interested in Degas’s work as a fellow artist. In an undated letter to 
Whistler, Degas wrote:  
 
I see, my dear Whistler, that you are eager to see the proofs, however mediocre, and 
I am sending them to you so that you won’t climb all the way to Montmartre. 
Monday evening I will see my brother and will ask him which day, Tuesday or 
Wednesday, he could come to dinner with you. For Focusing, he is a great relief to 
the blind photographer. And you, the model, will you be free Tuesday or 
Wednesday?13    
 
Degas was unsatisfied with the result of Whistler’s first photographic sitting and was planning a 
second attempt. He had poor eyesight and needed the help of his brother in focusing the camera, 
 
11 The use of photogravure flourished in artistic photography journals, most notably in Alfred Stieglitz’s Camera Notes 
(1897-1903) and Camera Work (1903-1917), which demonstrated photography’s aesthetic value and confirmed its status as a 
legitimate art form. 
12 “Suggestion for circular” from D. C. Thomson to Whistler, April 7 or 28, 1892 (System number: 05744), Centre for 
Whistler Studies, http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
13 Letter from Degas to Whistler, undated. Malcolm Daniel, Edgar Degas, Photographer [exh. cat.] (New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1999), 138. Quoted and translated from “Letters from the Whistler Collection [University of 




but still was enthusiastic about making his own artistic photographic prints as a means of artistic 
expression.   
Nigel Thorp has suggested that perhaps Whistler knew of orthochromatic as a process 
that could reproduce colored images more in accordance with their true tone values, though it 
actually falsely renders red and blue unless corrected.14 Thorp suggested that Whistler had 
studied chemistry at West Point, and subsequently developed some knowledge of the 
photographic processes.15 When Whistler’s pupil Otto Bacher brought a detective camera, 
Whistler showed an extraordinary interest in it.16 According to the diary of his friend Alan Cole, 
Whistler knew about “the spectrum and the action of certain rays on sensitive media like silver in 
photography.”17 It is not clear how much knowledge Whistler actually had, or why he thought 
the original photographic prints were “more artistic” than photogravure. However, he did share 
his interest in photography with Degas, and might have even used the camera himself. Thorp 
suggested that two of the small groups of Whistler’s personal photographs in the Glasgow 
University Library were possibly taken by Whistler himself.18 The pictures were taken in the 
garden of Whistler’s Paris home in the mid-1890s: two showing Ethel Philip (Fig. 37), Whistler’s 
sister-in-law and the model of Harmony in Black: Portrait of Miss Ethel Philip; and two others 
showing Whistler at precisely the same spot (Fig. 38). Thorp speculated that Whistler was 
directing the poses, and he and Philip were photographing each other.19   
However, there is no record indicating that Whistler extensively took up a camera in an 
attempt to explore its artistic potential. Britt Salvesen has expressed the view that the camera was 
not for the “uniquely gifted hands” of Whistler, who had little interest in appealing to the general 
public.20 The camera was beginning to be regarded as appropriate for thousands of middle-class 
 
14 Thorp, 88. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Alan Cole diary, December 4, 1877. Quoted in Ibid. 
18 Ibid, 87. Nigel Thorp’s research also included Whistler’s interest in Otto Bacher’s detective camera and his knowledge of 
the spectrum and the action of certain rays. Ibid., 87-88. 
19 Ibid.  




amateurs in the late nineteenth century. But for Whistler, the artist had to be the distinguished 
one who would create something beyond what thousands of amateurs could do, and Art had to be 
esoteric, only available to the genius who had the necessary gifts. Yet, perhaps more simply, 
Whistler just enjoyed direct interactions with his physical materials, rather than handling the 
advanced equipment and chemicals used for photography. His technique often involved physical 
labor, and his treatment of materials was innovative, yet old-fashioned. For instance, to make 
each impression into a unique print of Nocturne (Fig. 29), he would wipe surplus ink on the 
etching plate vigorously with his palm to control the amount of ink left on the plate.21 He 
sometimes laid the canvas down flat or upside down in order to prevent the extra diluted paint 
from dripping. His excessively diluted paint was used to vary the absorbency and color of the 
ground to achieve the distinctive surface appearance showing the fabric weave patterns.22 
Perhaps he wanted to represent his vibrant expression using tangible substances, which allowed 
the artist’s greater physical contact. Rather than working in a darkroom to observe chemical 
reactions on paper, Whistler preferred to explore his art-making using a variety of physical 
materials, such as canvases, paper, paints, etching plates, ink, etc.23 
  
Emerson and Whistler 
Among the British photographers who explored the artistic sides of photography, 
perhaps the most influential figure was P. H. Emerson (1856-1936). Emerson, a doctor and 
photographer, was one of the pioneer photographers who illustrated and passionately promoted 
his theory of Naturalistic Photography, which was the theory of art in photography based on 
 
21 Lochnan, Etchings of James McNeill Whistler, 196 
22 Joyce Hill Stoner termed this distinctive surface appearance of Whistler’s oil paintings “weavism.”  An analysis of 
Whistler’s palette conducted at the Hunterian Art Gallery, University of Glasgow and the FOM Institute, Amsterdam, confirmed 
that Whistler used stand oil, mastic resin, and small quantities of lead drier. Joyce Hill Stoner, “Whistler’s View on the 
Restoration and Display of His Paintings,” Studies in Conservation 42, no. 2 (1997): 107. 
23 Whistler’s interest in Japanese art has been well discussed by scholars. For instance, John Sandberg, “‘Japonisme’ and 
Whistler,” Burlington Magazine 106, No. 740 (November 1964): 500-505+507. For further discussion of Whistler’s view on 
materials, see Joyce H. Townsend, “Whistler’s Oil Painting Materials,” Burlington Magazine 136, no. 1099 (October 1994): 
690-695; and Stephen Hackney, “Colour and Tone in Whistler’s ‘Nocturnes’ and ‘Harmonies’ 1871-1872,” Burlington Magazine 
136, no. 1099 (October 1994): 695-699; Andrea Wise, “Whistler’s Papers,” Art on View, no. 41 (Autumn 2005): 42-43; Joyce Hill 




scientific principles. In 1886, Emerson published his first photographic album, Life and 
Landscape on the Norfolk Broad, consisting of forty of his lyrical photographs accompanied with 
text by T. F. Goodall, the English landscape painter. Emerson subsequently published several 
books of his artistic photographs. Until his activity in photography was gradually ceased after his 
last publication, Marsh Leaves, published in 1895, Emerson enthusiastically presented his belief 
in the pictorial art of naturalistic photography in his photographs, writings and speeches.24 
Emerson’s photograph, The Misty River (1895, Fig. 39), shows striking similarities to 
Whistler’s several Nocturnes in different mediums, such as Nocturne: Blue and Silver - Chelsea 
(oil on canvas, 1871, Fig. 40) and Nocturne: The Thames at Battersea (lithograph, 1878, Fig. 41). 
The intermittingly visible shore, boat, and horizon in the gradation of the monochromatic world 
create a poetic atmosphere which undeniably suggests Whistler’s Nocturnes. In fact, Emerson 
was an admirer of Whistler’s. He may have attended one of Whistler’s three Ten O’Clock 
lectures, delivered in 1885. Though he attended, Emerson was not fully in agreement, describing 
Whistler’s arguments as “brilliant but illogical.”25 Still, the photographer included Whistler’s 
name in his list of the greatest painters, alongside of Titian, Velázquez, Corot and Maris.26 
Another time, he proudly stated, “Whistler’s name rises far above any artists living in 
England.”27   
Perhaps Whistler and Emerson came to know each other around 1890. Although the 
nature of their relationship has not been clear, they seem to have been good friends. Emerson 
sent Whistler a portfolio of his plates, about which Whistler wrote:       
 
I am delighted with the extraordinary photographs you sent me! They are full of the 
most charming effects – and certainly quite unlike anything else of the kind I ever 
saw – We are off abroad almost immediately – but I hope you will come and see us 
 
24 For detail of Emerson’s life, see Nancy Newhall, P. H. Emerson: The Fight for Photography as a Fine Art (New York: 
Aperture Inc., 1975). 
25 Emerson briefly mentioned Whistler’s theory in Ten O’Clock in his Naturalistic Photography for Students of the Art 
(London, 1889), 88. 
26 Emerson listed these names in his article, “Julia Margaret Cameron,” Sun Artists 5 (October 1880): 33-42. Quoted in 
Newhall, P. H. Emerson: The Fight for Photography as a Fine Art, 86 




when we get back – Or do you think you can come in here to tea on Sunday 
afternoon at about 5 or 6.28 
 
There is no record indicating that Emerson was able to be at the tea table with Whistler that day, 
but around this time Emerson wrote to his friend and sculptor, James Havard Thomas 
(1854-1921): 
 
…he [Whistler] was delighted with the extraordinary photographs full of the most 
charming effects…he insists on my taking his portrait – I’ll make a stunner of him 
too…It is very pleasing to get the great Jimmy’s approval…29   
 
These letters suggest that Whistler and Emerson were able to keep a pleasant relationship, even 
though they both were notorious for their rather eccentric personalities. Whistler could be very 
difficult once he found a disagreement with someone, and had developed many troublesome 
relationships throughout his life. He had short-lived friendships with people such as Francis 
Seymour Haden, Frederick Leyland and others, who later completely ceased their relationships 
with him, and who sometimes even turned into enemies after being exposed to his difficult 
personality. Similarly, Emerson was known to have a difficult temperament, and was at times 
overly insistent about his own strong beliefs. Emerson’s admiration of Whistler must have helped 
to maintain their relationship, and both artists might have found mutual agreement in their 
perspectives on art. It also appears to be true that Whistler admired Emerson’s photographs, 
judging from his warm expression in his letter to Emerson. It is possible that Whistler had 
Emerson’s photographic albums in his mind when conceiving the plan of his album. As if 
proudly announcing his entry into a new enterprise, Whistler first wrote to Thomson, “That is the 
real Whistler Album if you like!”30 Whistler’s first plan included texts along with the 
photographs, just as Emerson had included T. F. Goodall’s text in his 1886 publication Life and 
 
28 Letter from Whistler to Emerson, n. d. (System Number: 11121), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
29 Quoted in Fiona Pearson, “The Correspondence between P. H. Emerson and J. Havard Thomas,” in British Photography 
in the Nineteenth Century: The Fine Art Tradition, ed. Mike Weaver, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 199. 
30 Letter from Whistler to D. C. Thomson, April 1, 1892 (System number 08339), Centre for Whistler Studies, 




Landscape on the Norfolk Broad.31 The friendship between Whistler and Emerson seemed to 
continue, and, as a matter of fact, Whistler owned a copy of Emerson’s final published 
photographic book, Marsh Leaves (1895).32 Whistler’s connection with Emerson cannot be 
overlooked when considering Whistler’s choice of art publication with photographs for his 
Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces.  
 
The Original Art  
Whistler was very particular about every aspect of the publication. He examined every 
single proof of the photographs and commented on it in terms of its tonality, color, size, and the 
mount. The following brief excerpt from one of the lengthy letters by Whistler shows his detailed 
directions on the photographs in the album:   
 
There is a much finer proof of Mr Potters little White Girl, at my brother’s –  
Dr. Whistler, 17. Wimpole St. Borrow it – and I have no doubt that Mr. Potter will 
let you have the picture again so that you can at once take another photo. of the same 
size as Dr. Whistlers – … 
”Nocturne Cremorne lights”… is entirely to [sic] murkey and dark… 
The Fur Jacket – is too dark… 
The Lady Meux ought to give a sharper result - … 
The Carlyle should be much fairer in the printing - … 
The Music Room – ought to be done again. – Smaller – It is an early work and 
comes out too hard…  
Mr Orchars Nocturne, has a blemish – white spot, by the boats – this ought to be got 
rid of in the negative –  
Mrs. Leylands Nocturne – might be clearer – (Mr. Alexander’s is perfect!) perhaps 
you had better borrow the picture again – it is so very bright – The photograph gives 
no true rendering of it – I am sure the Miss Corder ought to give a much finer and 
 
31 In his letter dated April 1, 1892 (Ibid.), Whistler wrote to Thomson, “…then the text is all ready – Don’t you see. the 
Catalogue!! – Opposite each painting the extracts that I have already collected! – Perfect! That is the real Whistler Album if you 
like! and moreover the only text I could tolerate…” However, Thomson declined the text, “Frankly we should prefer not to use 
the text of the Catalogue. It is hardly serious enough for such splendid pictures.” Letter from Thomson to Whistler, April 5, 1892 
(System number: 05715), http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed September 21, 2007). At the end, the album included only 
one sentence from the speech of the Attorney-General of England made in 1878, “I do not know when so much amusement has 
been afforded to the British public as by Mr. Whistler’s pictures.” 




lighter result – See how well the portrait of my Mother came out in the photograph 
done in Paris – Indeed the Portraits all are too hard and purple black – They ought to 
be fairer and more golden brown – The two fire work picture[s] are marvelous! – 
and are wonderful proof of the completeness of those works.…The mounts will be 
of much finer quality – They ought to look like hand made mounts – the whole thing 
ought to be luxurious in its appointment – even if the price be higher – It should 
certainly not have poor cheap appearance…33   
 
Whistler was trying to project the artist’s authority as the design maker while working 
collaboratively with other specialists such as the photographers, printers, and publishers.  
Whistler’s wording suggests his desire to create something to fulfill his aesthetic goal as the 
artist.   
 Finally, a limited run of one hundred copies of the album were produced. The whole 
product was wrapped in a quality brown paper, and individually tied with yellow ribbons.34 To 
meet with Whistler’s particular request on the shade of the yellow ribbons, Thomson had to run 
to find cigar ribbons from his tobacconist.35 Inside the wrapping paper was a livre d’artiste in its 
own right, bound in three-quarter morocco. It contained a collection of twenty-four carefully 
selected photographs, each mounted on a large-sized leaf measuring 20 x 15 inches (53 x 39 
cm).36 The photographs are generally sized between 7 to 8 inches, mounted horizontally in the 
center of each leaf, leaving wide margins around the photograph. Whistler eliminated the text 
that he had initially planned to include, but he still printed one selected sentence beside the table 
of contents that said, “I do not know when so much amusement has been afforded to the British 
public as by Mr. Whistler’s pictures” (Fig. 42). This was a quote from the speech of the Attorney- 
General of England made in 1878 during Whistler’s libel against art critic John Ruskin. Fifteen 
 
33 Letter from Whistler to Thomson, 5/2/1892 (System Number: 08205), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
34 The brown paper and yellow ribbon had been mentioned in Whistler’s letters in which he described his examination of 
the product, but the specific edition that I examined at the Avery Library at Columbia University did not have the wrapping paper 
and the ribbon. The copy now in the Library of Congress also does not have them. See Appendix 1. 3: Email Correspondence 
with Barbara Natanson, (2) November 21, 2007.  
35 Letter from Whistler to Thomson, 5/20/1893 (System Number: 05779), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
36 I thank Claudia Funke, the curator of rare books at the Avery Library in Columbia University for her initial suggestion, 
and Barbara Natanson, Acting Head of Prints & Photographs Reference Section, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C. for the 




years later, Whistler’s reprinting of the same statement in the album appears to have developed 
another meaning. This quotation, used in the context of Whistler’s luxury art book, and 
completely detached from the original context, might be interpreted as admiration for Whistler’s 
work. Its inclusion here exhibits Whistler’s sarcasm. 
Whistler distinguished forty of the albums by adding his handwritten signatures.37  By 
the end of the year, thirty-three of the signed and twenty-seven of the unsigned copies were sold, 
and twelve of the unsigned copies were presented to the press. He continued to send copies to 
some of his important patrons as gifts. Upon receiving it as a gift, Charles L. Freer wrote a letter 
to Whistler: 
 
What shall I say concerning the delightful set of photographs of your paintings which 
you have caused to be issued? And also those wonderful lithographs recently received - 
Well, I presume so much has already been said in their praise that further comments 
coming from me might seem to you presumpt[u]ous, so I will simply say thank you, 
for the delight they have given my friends and myself.38 
 
Apparently, few copies of the album exist in the United States today.39 A New York 
collector, S. P. Avery purchased an unsigned copy, which is today in the Avery Architectural 
and Fine Arts Library at Columbia University.40 Into the Avery copy was inserted an 
original etching by Henri Charles Guérard after Whistler’s oil painting, Whistler with the 
Big Hat, as the frontispiece (Fig. 43).41 The engraver added a copy of Whistler’s autograph 
 
37 Account from Boussod, Valadon et Cie to Whistler, 12/31/1893 (System number: 05799), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed October 7, 2007). Whistler had also added his signature on his several exhibition 
catalogues and Gentle Art. 
38 Letter from Charles Lang Freer to Whistler, 1/9/1894 (System number: 01506), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed October 8, 2007). 
39 My research found that six copies are in public collections in the United States: the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts 
Library at Columbia University, New York; the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; the Arts Library Special Collections at 
the University of California, Los Angeles; Los Angeles County Museum; the University of Pittsburgh; and the Freer Gallery Art, 
Smithsonian Institute, Washington, D. C. The Avery copy is discussed in this chapter; the status of the copy in the Library of 
Congress had been deemed to be missing after 1989, but was found as of November 19, 2007. See Appendix 1. 3; The status of 
the UCLA copy is unknown and is under inspection by the special collection staff as of November 16, 2007. The Gimbel Library 
at Parsons School of Design as well appears in the cross-library search engine World Cat regarding the album title, but the 
reference is incorrect and is due to the library’s cataloging mistake.    
40 See Appendix 1. 2. 
41 I thank Roberta Waddell, the curator of prints at the New York Public Library for this information. See Appendix 1. 1. 
The edition of this etching was limited to eighty-five impressions, of which there are six states.  The first state, limited to six 




and butterfly on the lower margin of the etching, and also dedicated it to S. P. Avery by 
adding the pencil inscription at the bottom of the etching: “Etched from the original by 
Whistler in possession of S. P. Avery – private plate in his possession.”42 The inclusion of 
this original etching must have been a later addition by Avery. The copy now housed in the 
Library of Congress in Washington, D. C. does not include the etching.43 Surely, Whistler 
wouldn’t allow anyone to insert the reproduction by Guérard, who had made Whistler 
“furious” with his etching of Arrangement in Black and Gold: Comte Robert de 
Montesquiou-Fezensac after Whistler’s oil painting in 1894.44 However, Guérard’s etching, 
printed in brown ink here, had a splendid presence as an original work. The etcher even 
skillfully reproduced the surface appearance of the oil painting, on which Whistler made the 
grain of the canvas visible.   
 The surface texture of Guérard’s etching highlights Whistler’s interest in the physical 
materials. Further, the photographs in the album also illuminate Whistler’s extraordinary interest 
in the surface appearance of his oil paintings. The images are sharply focused, seemingly 
designed to display the details. Some of the photographs explicitly reveal details of the whole 
surface of paintings: the fabric grain on the canvas surface and fresh texture of the paint (Fig. 45). 
The earlier photographs in the New York Public Library also exhibited a well-focused image 
with light-yellow brown, but the opaque dark-red brown album photographs display the 
crispness even more visibly.45 The fabric weave pattern of the canvas plays a veil-like role in 
reducing the visibility of the image, and serves to soften the image even more, creating an 
illusionary depth inside the veil. As seen in his letter quoted above, Whistler was seeking the 
“true rendering” of his paintings and “the completeness of those works” in those photographs. 
 
another state has a copy of Whistler’s autograph and butterfly on the lower margin. Albert Eugene Gallatin, The Portraits of 
Whistler: A Critical Study and an Iconography (London and New York: John Lane, 1918). 
42 The Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library was founded by the parents of Henry Ogden Avery, S. P. Avery and Mary 
Ogden Avery, who offered 2000 of his books to established the library as a memorial to their son. Columbia University Libraries, 
Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Collections and History, http://www.columbia.edu/cu/lweb/indiv/avery/about.html 
(Accessed September 10, 2007). 
43 See Appendix 1. 3. 
44 See Chapter 2. 




Whistler said, while signing the albums in 1893, “I think the photographs are really very very 
satisfactory and the proofs as far as I have seen in signing them charming!”46 Evidently, the 
sharpness of the photographs was what Whistler desired, as though he was interested in 
immortalizing the appearance of the paintings in the focused photographs. Further, while 
choosing photographs for the album, Whistler refused the use of photogravure prints. Perhaps the 
artist did not want to have any confusion between the photographs of his paintings and his 
original prints, since a photogravure could appear a hand-engraved print.   
 In fact, the photographs were visualizations of Whistler’s complex view regarding his 
own artistic photographs. Even though he was seeking the quality of “charming” in the 
photographs, Whistler wanted them to be seen unmistakably as photographs. Therefore, Whistler 
was not at all interested in producing photographs of his etchings and lithographs. Among 
Whistler’s photographs of his works in the Glasgow University Library, there is only a single 
photograph of a lithograph, and etching is not represented at all.47 Edward G. Kennedy, the early 
cataloguer of Whistler’s etchings, noted that Whistler was reluctant when, in 1901, Kennedy 
proposed a project of a catalogue of Whistler’s etchings and dry-points illustrated by 
photographic reproductions in facsimile. The artist said to Kennedy that he had rejected a similar 
proposition because “the illustrations were too small” and “such a publication would interfere 
with ‘the great work’.”48 Nigel Thorp concluded that Whistler thought the reproduction in 
facsimile could be mistaken for original prints.49 Perhaps the artist also thought the black-and- 
white photographic reproductions from his monotone works would be enough to satisfy his 
audience. Certainly, Whistler did not want to publish reproductions of his works outside his 
supervision, and wanted to promote the photographic reproductions under his authority.   
 Whistler tried to maintain his assertion of the aesthetic value inherent in these 
photographs and wanted to present them as if they were his original works of art. Whistler’s 
 
46 Letter from Whistler to Thomson, 5/5/1893 (System Number: 08229), Centre for Whistler Studies, 
http://www.whistler.arts.gla.ac.uk/ (Accessed August 30, 2007). 
47 Thorp, 91. 
48 Edward G. Kennedy, Etched Works of Whistler (San Francisco: Alan Wofsy Fine Arts, 1978), xxiii. 




oeuvre shifted significantly from large oil paintings to graphic works on paper after he went 
bankrupt in 1879. He produced small works in a variety of media, including etching, lithography, 
watercolor, drawing and small oil paintings on wood.50 In a way, the photographs of large 
canvases appear to belong to this group of small works, reflecting Whistler’s artistic preferences. 
The photographs were meant to serve both as reproduced prints after the artist’s work, and at the 
same time, another form of original work of art by the artist himself.   
Also interestingly, Whistler’s photographs, mounted on large thick cardstock, appear as 
if they emphasize wide margins, which has traditionally been valued in artistic prints. However, 
contradictorily, Whistler was normally an advocate of unconventional values. Regarding the 
margins, he had deliberately trimmed his etchings along the edge of the image, while leaving a 
small projecting tab for a signature. Katherine Lochnan observed that this projecting tab was his 
simple device to transform the etching into an objet d’art.51 Lochnan discussed how Whistler 
rejected the conventional idea that the trivia, such as the print margin, influences the value of a 
work of art. For his photographs, however, he retrieved the large margins, as if he were 
attempting to elevate the status of the photographs by using this traditional device to give them 
the appearance of fine art. Whistler’s attitude may still appear ambiguous. Nonetheless, his 
particular attitude while examining the photographs was genuinely aimed to create something 
artful: ultimately, an original work of art.  
In 1878, Whistler had associated the “imitator” with the “photographer.” It was so explicit 
in his article “The Red Rag” that I quote it here again: 
 
The imitator is a poor kind of creature. If the man who paints only the tree, or flower, 
or other surface he sees before him were an artist, the king of artists would be the 
photographer. It is for the artist to do something beyond this: in portrait painting to 
put on canvas something more than the face the model wears for that one day; to 
 
50 The 2007 exhibition at the Freer Gallery of Art, Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Small Master Pieces: 
Whistler Paintings from the 1880s, explores Whistler’s small oil paintings. He created about 140 small oil paintings on wood 
after 1879, most of which measure no more than nine inches in length or height. Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, 
http://www.asia.si.edu/exhibitions/current/ smallMasterpieces.htm (accessed July 7, 2007). 




paint the man, in short, as well as his features; in arrangement of colours to treat a 
flower as his key, not as his model.52 
 
Whistler’s negative attitude towards photography has been associated as an influence on P. H. 
Emerson’s decision to withdraw himself from artistic photography. It has been suspected that 
Whistler might have been the “great artist” who had conversed with Emerson and had caused the 
photographer make a decision to renounce his theory of naturalistic photography, about which he 
had been so passionate.53 Emerson nevertheless continued producing his artistic photographs, 
and his delicate photogravures in his last publication Marsh Leaves (1895) are his finest 
photographs and show much influence from Whistler. Conversely, Whistler, as if he meant to 
counter the speculation that he was Emerson’s “great artist,” began to express his appreciation of 
artistic photographs produced by professional photographers.   
In 1893, Whistler received some photogravures from the fine art photographer, James 
Craig Annan. Annan was a leader of the Pictorialist photographers, who was at this time creating 
his artistic photogravures produced from the negatives of the classic photographer, David 
Octavius Hill. Whistler’s letter to Annan thanking him for the photographs indicates his very 
different attitude towards them: 
 
How very kind and nice of you to send me those most curiously attractive 
photographs – I should more simply say pictures, for they certainly are pictures, and 
very fine ones, too. 
Pray accept my best thanks for your present, and for the flattering thought that 
promoted it.54 
 
Whistler came to see the photographs as “curiously attractive.” He now saw the photographs as 
“pictures” and appreciated the photographer’s effort to promote them. His previous 
 
52 James McNeill Whistler, “The Red Rag,” World, reprinted in Whistler, Gentle Art, 128.  
53 Beaumont Newhall wrote, “[Emerson] declared that “a great painter” – whom he did not identify but appears to have 
been James McNeil (sic) Whistler – had shown him the fallacy of confusing art and nature.” Beaumont Newhall, The History of 
Photography (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1982), 142. 
54 Letter from Whistler to James Craig Annan, dated May 26, 1893. Quoted in J. Craig Annan, “Photography as a Means of 
Artistic Expression,” Camera Work, no. 32 (October, 1910): 23. Annan was one of the leaders in the pictorial movement. He was 




contemptuous attitude towards the photographer as a “poor creature” has evolved, and his 
skepticism has turned into appreciation.  
 With his album, Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces, James Abbott McNeill 
Whistler engaged in the new enterprise of publishing the photographic album. His treatment of 
the photographs proves his interest in producing them as a publication serving as a work of art. 
Further, the oxidized, reddish-brown photographs present another aspect of the art of the painter. 
The photographs are the visualization of the time they have traveled. Whistler preserved his 
moment in time, while proving time’s transient existence in nature. The freshly painted canvas 








Transforming Documentation into Art 
 
 The photographs of Whistler’s paintings played interesting roles in various aspects in 
his art. They liberated the modernist artist from restraints of the conservative English 
reproductive print market and kept his paintings from unwanted interpretations by reproductive 
engravers. Photographs directed the viewers to unique objects, while making the viewers believe 
that the images appearing in the photographs were what the originals looked like. However, 
Whistler was clearly aware that the photographs, while disguising the appearances of the original 
objects, did not represent them. The presence of those photographs actually meant the absence of 
the originals, although the photograph mirrored the world with the object that the viewer could 
do nothing but believe that it was genuine. Photography was never included in Whistler’s artistic 
oeuvre, but in a way, he explored it in this respect.     
Whistler never believed that Nature, Art, and photography represented the world in the 
same way. He believed that Nature gave the artist inspiration to create Art, but Nature could 
never be transformed into Art by itself. Art should not be true to Nature, since it was essentially 
the artist’s expression produced after his thorough assimilation of Nature as his subject, 
reflecting his “knowledge of a lifetime.”1 Some critics, such as John Ruskin, focused on the 
importance of the quality of human labor in relation to Art, and others, like Charles Baudelaire, 
believed that photography impoverished Art by offering the representations of Nature upon 
which artists were too much dependent. Thus, the two influential critics both denied that 
photography was a fine art. It is not clear whether Whistler was in agreement with them. 
However, unlike Baudelaire’s view of the relationship between photography and nature, Whistler 
did not perceive that the photograph was an exact representation of the object. He perceived that 
photographs represented the objects in memory. Photographs could virtually visualize a memory 
 




from the past, and brought unique objects which existed in the distance into the present.   
What Whistler wanted to present in the photograph was his original painting, rather than 
the actual existing photographic image in the viewer’s hand. By displaying the photograph of the 
painting, for instance, he brought Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother in Paris to 
London, and exaggerated its absence from London. However, he also wanted to present the 
photographic image in the viewer’s hand, independent from the original painting. The 
photographs of the paintings that no longer exist are not only the evidence of their presence in 
the past, but also are the only representations of the paintings.2 In this case, the original 
paintings were not designed to allude to anything, but the photographs themselves served as 
original works. At the same time, the photographs of his unfinished paintings offered possible 
images of the same subject on the same canvas, and evoked a sense of the theme and variation, 
which Whistler also explored in his etchings. In any case, these photographs were visualizations 
of the memory brought from the past. They were instruments which could bring everything into 
one place beyond the time and space. Thus, Whistler in fact explored photography in his own 
way, while engaging the notions of the original and reproduction, absence and presence, and 
theme and variation.   
To our eyes today, even the photographs of his finished paintings appear slightly different 
from the original paintings that we know in their present condition. If the paintings have aged 
over the time, the photographs taken during Whistler’s lifetime have preserved younger stages of 
the paintings. As a matter of fact, the condition of Whistler’s oil paintings seemed to have 
already begun to deteriorate even during his lifetime. In 1892, the reviewers for The Times 
indicated, “When the ‘Miss Alexander,’ for example, was exhibited before, it was no longer a 
‘Harmony in Gray and Green,’ but a monotony in mud-color.” He continued, “But how comes it 
that so skilled an artist can have come to use a varnish that was sure to darken and crack? Truly, 
the last thing a painter seems to think of is the permanence of his materials.”3 The writer was 
 
2 The paintings were often destroyed by Whistler himself. see Young, Text vol.: xv. 




critical, but Whistler was actually concerned about the increasing deterioration of his canvases. 
Perhaps the obscure materials that he used to achieve the subtle balance of the tones contributed 
to the premature deterioration.4 His material and technique was an issue to overcome when 
Sarah Walden, the conservator for the Musée d’Orsay, restored Arrangement in Grey and Black: 
The Artist’s Mother in 1987.5 Thus, Whistler might have felt the need to preserve the details of 
his painting, seeking to immortalize the original condition of the canvas through the use of 
photography.  
This may raise the question of whether Whistler viewed photography as merely a tool of 
visual documentation. His photographs of the albumen prints are sharply focused, as if they were 
only designed to show a crisp image which reflects all the visual facts of the paintings. The 
photographs are rather visualizations of Whistler’s complex view of his art. Evidently, the 
sharply-focused photographs suggest how innovatively the artist has interacted with the physical 
materials, such as the canvas surface and paint. Perhaps the sophisticated photographic materials, 
in which the artist would indirectly control reactions of chemical substances, did not fit into his 
working methods. His treatment and presentation of the photographs also indicate that he 
attempted to elevate the status of his photographs into fine art. For his photographs, he retrieved 
the traditionally-valued wide margins, which he once abandoned for his etchings, and published 
them as a livre d’artiste, a work of art in its own right. While evaluating the photographic proofs, 
the artist must have found the beauty in them – the distinctive surface appearances of his 
canvases turned to create the illusionary depth in the photographs, as if the soft-focused images 
were even more blurred.  
By 1893, Whistler began to articulate his appreciation of beautiful photographs. The artist 
had clearly come far from the opinions he held in 1873, when he associated the photographer 
with the imitator. Yet it may be still speculative to try and establish that James Abbott McNeill 
 
4 Joyce H. Townsend, “Whistler’s Oil Painting Materials,” Burlington Magazine 136, no. 1099 (October 1994): 684, 
690-696. 
5 Sarah Walden, Whistler and His Mother, Secrets of an American Masterpiece: An Unexpected Relationship (London: 




Whistler actively advocated fine art photography. A further in-depth survey of the relationships 
between Whistler and pictorial photographers may be needed before reaching this conclusion. 
However, Whistler certainly saw photographs as “pictures,” “very fine ones.”6 Whistler’s 
uncompromising attitude towards the photographic reproductions of his paintings suggests that 
he strived to create genuine art of his own while adopting photography into his existing art. The 
photographs of Whistler’s paintings presented their own uniqueness, the original beauty created 
in the monochromatic realm, independent from the original canvases. They brought the liveliness 








Appendix 1: Correspondence with Curators (Excerpts) 
 
 
1. 1. Email Correspondence with Dr. Roberta Waddell, Curator of Prints, Print Room at 
New York Public Library, September 28, 2007 
 
The etching is by Henri Guerard, a technically skilled (and occasionally artistically inspired) 
printmaker, who also served as Manet's printer in his last years--many of the prints in the 
Library's S. P. Avery Collection (including Manet prints) bear annotations in Guerard's hand. 
Avery was a New York dealer and collector, who bought some of his French 19th-century prints 
from Guerard, prints that he eventually gave to the Library in 1900 (thus establishing New 
York's first public Print Room).  We have 6 states of that print in the Avery Collection (and two 
more impressions in the Gallatin Collection of Whistler Portraits).  On the 4th state Guerard 
wrote a dedicatory inscription to Avery dated December 1886--the only place I could find a 
notation of a date.  Though I'm sure that is the date Guerard signed the print--I would feel pretty 
confident it was the date of the print as well.  
 
On one of the Gallatin Collection impressions there is a note in S.P. Avery's hand: "Private plate 
from the original oil painting with the compliments of the owner, S.P. Avery N Y October 
1902."  The entry in the Gallatin catalogue, "Portraits of Whistler: A Critical Study and an 
Iconography," states that print was "made from Whistler's portrait of himself entitled 'Whistler in 
the Big Hat." " The entry goes on to say, "Edition was limited to eighty-five impressions of 
which there are six states...."  
 
 
1. 2. Email Correspondence with Claudia Funke, Curator of Rare Books, Avery 
Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University, October 3, 2007 
 
Our copy is sourced in the gutter of one of the preliminary leaves: "8 Dec. 98 S.P. Avery G 
b.7.50." This means that it came to Avery Library from S. P. Avery, the date given. I am puzzled 
by what follows. I would have thought the "G" was for gift, but the "b.7.50" I would take as a 
price. An accession number 257393 is also stamped on the page, and Columbia accession books 
are available for this period at the Rare Book and Manuscript Library in Butler. There may be 
information in the price column that would be helpful. Although, I doubt S.P. Avery sold the 
book to Columbia. As I'm sure you are aware, he and his wife founded the library in memory of 
their son, an architect who died young. In the first decade he gave liberally, and funded purchases 
for the Library. Perhaps, "b.7.50" indicates it was bought for 7.50, but it was a gift. … 
  




original catalog card says: "Portrait of Whistler inserted." The card catalog tends to be accurate 
in such matters, being closer to the time of accession. It would be useful for you to speak with 
the Print Room at NYPL, which has S.P. Avery's print collection about this particular print. 
Searching the Karlsruhe Virtual Katalog, an excellent cross-search engine for libraries and 
booksellers worldwide, I do find a record for a copy at the Library of Congress: ND237 .W6A13. 
I suggest you contact the Library directly for contents, binding, and provenance information on 
their volume. They provide excellent reference service. Our online catalog record seems to have 
been copied from them, rather poorly, and I do believe the copy specifics "Cover dated: 1893." 
and "Bound by Maclehose, Glasgow, in three-quarters brown morocco" may refer to their copy. 
No such information is on our original cataloging, and I don't see the date 1893 on the cover. 
Rather I see "Columbia University" on the spine, indicating to me that Columbia had them bound 
up. That would explain the choice of the word "inserted" in the original cataloging; the whole 
came to us as loose sheets and plates. From the UCLA record, I gather the 24 plates were all 
originally issued in a portfolio, and not bound in a book. Goupil's in Paris, London, and New 
York did a big business in reproductions of paintings, and they usually came unbound, singly, or 
in this case, in a portfolio. 
 
 
1. 3. Email Correspondence with Barbara Natanson, Acting Head of Prints & Photographs 
Reference Section, Library of Congress 
 
(1) November 19, 2007. 
As Dr. Parr indicated, I found a group of images (LOT 12425) in the Prints & Photographs 
Division that has the same title as the folio. 
The images are not bound.  They include: 
 
* 1 photographic reproduction of a handwritten manuscript that  contains suggestions for the 
cover, poster, and catalogue of the exhibit at the Goupil Gallery, Noctures, marines, and chevalet 
pieces (1892).  The caption on the photo mount gives a reference of "LC Whistler exhibition 
catalog #259" 
 
* A printed title page for Noctures, marines, and chevalet pieces 
 
* A printed table of contents page that lists 24 plates and includes a quote from the Attorney 
General of England (the quote is dated Nov. 16 1878). 
 
* 24 mounted photographs, seemingly corresponding to the items in the table of contents.  The 





None of the material has been digitized. And unfortunately, we have few clues regarding the 
provenance of the material. It was cataloged with other groups of photographs of 
Whistler-related material that are part of a Library of Congress collection that has been referred 
to as the "Joseph and Elizabeth Robins Pennell Collection of Whistleriana," and I think it is 
believed to have come to the Library from the Pennells. There is nothing on the material, 
however, to prove that association. 
 
The portion of the Joseph and Elizabeth Robins Pennell Collection of Whistleriana in the Prints 
& Photographs Division includes reproductions of Whistler paintings (such as the above) and 
biographical photographs, as well as fine prints and some books and pamphlets. The Library's 
Manuscript Division also holds a portion, which includes a collection of Whistler manuscripts. 
 
(2) November 21, 2007 
 
Regarding your follow-up questions: 
 
- I do not see Whistler's handwritten signature on any of the items. (The printed title page bears 
Whistler's butterfly symbol, printed in the page.) 
 
- They are not wrapped with paper nor tied with ribbons. They are separate pages/photographic 
prints mounted on thin cardboard. Unfortunately, we do not have a way of knowing when or by 






Appendix 2: Original Works of Art Consulted (The works discussed in chapters) 
 
 
2. 1. Photographs of Whistler’s Paintings 
 
Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl. c. 1865. Albumen silver print, 21 x 9.8 cm. Avery 
Collection, New York Public Library (MEZAF). 
 
Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother. Dated 1872. Albumen silver print, 15.3 x 
17.8 cm. Avery Collection, New York Public Library (MEZAF). 
 
Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as Philip II. c. 1877. Albumen silver 
print, 23.5 x 11.7 cm. Avery Collection, New York Public Library (MEZAF). 
 
Harmony in Pink and Red. 1876/8. Albumen silver print, 21.3 x 11.7 cm. Avery Collection, New 
York Public Library (MEZAF). 
 
Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces (Portfolio of 24 photographs). 1893. Albumen silver 
prints, dimension of each photograph variable, each leaf, 53 x 39 cm (originally published 
with 3/4 brown morocco, 53 x 39 cm, by Goupil Gallery, London). Avery Architectural and 
Fine Arts Library, Columbia University (Call number: AO6W57FF). 
 
 
2. 2. Photographs 
 
P. H. Emerson. The Fetters of Winter (Plate III Marsh Leaves). 1895. Photogravure, 12.3 x 18.9 
cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art (1988.1069.2). 
 
________. The Snow Garden (Plate XII Marsh Leaves). 1895. Photogravure, 12.7 x 19.9 cm. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (1988.1069.1). 
 
 
2. 3. Oil Paintings 
 
James McNeill Whistler. Arrangement in Brown and Black: Portrait of Miss Rosa Corder. 
1876-78. Oil on canvas, 192.41 x 92.39 cm. Frick Collection, New York. Henry Clay Frick 





________. Arrangement in Black and Gold: Comte Robert de Montesquiou-Fézensac. 1891-92. 
Oil on canvas, 208.6 x 91.8 cm. Frick Collection, New York. Henry Clay Frick Bequest 
(1914.1.131). 
 
________. Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl. 1862. Oil on canvas, 214.6 x 108 cm. 
National Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D. C. Harris Whittemore 
Collection (1943.6.2). 
 
________. Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as Philip II. 1877. Oil on 
canvas, 215.2 x 108.6 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Rogers Fund 
(1910.10.86). 
 
________. Nocturne: Grey and Gold – Chelsea Snow. 1876. Oil on Canvas, 51 x 66 cm. Fogg 
Art Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Bequest of Grenville L. 
Winthrop (1943.172). 
 
Edith Fairfax Davenport, Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother after Whistler. 
1906 (an exact scale copy of the original, painted while it was hanging in the Louvre 
Museum in Paris by a cousin of Whistler). Oil on Canvas, 144.3 x 162.5 cm. Whistler House 




2. 4. Prints 
 
Henri Charles Guérard. Whistler in the Big Hat after Whistler. c. 1886. Etching, 21.9 x 18.4 cm. 
Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University, New York (Call number: 
AO6W57FF) 
 
________. Whistler in the Big Hat after Whistler. c. 1886. Etching, 1st to 4th states and 6th states, 
21.9 x 18.4 cm. Avery Collection and Gallatin Collection, New York Public Library (Avery: 
Beraldi 15 States 1-4, MEZAF; Gallatin: Gallatin 123, MEYG). 
 
Richard Josey. Arrangement in Brown and Black: Portrait of Miss Rosa Corder, after Whistler. 
1880. Mezzotint, 19.1 x 40.6 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (64.614.10). 
 
Thomas R. Way, Arrangement in Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother after Whistler 1891. 





James McNeill Whistler. Nocturne. 1879-80. Etching, 20.2 x 29.4 cm. Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York. Harris Brisbane Dick Fund (K184). 
 
________. Nocturne: The Thames at Battersea. 1878. Lithograph, 17.1 x 25.7 cm. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York. Harris Brisbane Dick Fund (1917.17.3.159). 
 
 
2. 5. Published Books 
 
James McNeill Whistler. Nocturnes, Marines & Chevalet Pieces: Small Collection Kindly Lent 
by Their Owners. 1892. Printed on brown paper, 20 cm height, Yale University Library, 
Connecticut (Call number: ND237 W6). 
 
James McNeill Whistler. The Gentle Art of Making Enemies. 1890. Printed on brown paper, 26 
cm height. Published by William Heinemann, London. Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
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Photograph of Arrangement in Brown and Black: Portrait of Miss Rosa Corder.  
1893. Albumen print. 
 
Figure 17 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler. Arrangement in Brown and 








             (other states) 
Figures 19 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  
Etching based on Arrangement in Black, No. 3 – Sir 
Henry Irving as Philip II of Spain. 1877.  
Etching and drypoint. 
Plate-10 
      
            
                      
 
Figure 22 
Whistler. Arrangement in Black and Gold: Comte Robert de  
Montesquiou-Fézensac. 1891-92. Oil on canvas. 
Figures 20 
Whistler. Lithograph based on Arrangement in Black and Gold: Comte Robert  
de Montesquiou-Fézensac. 1891.  
Figure 21 
Henri Charles Guérard.  Arrangement in Black and Gold: Comte Robert 




























James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl. 1862. Oil on canvas. 
Plate-13 
                
                                                                                         (detail of the inscription) 
    
                          (detail) 
Figure 25 
Photograph of Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving  






James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  
Arrangement in Black No. 3: Portrait of Henry Irving - as Philip II. 
1876-85. Oil on canvas. 
Figure 27 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler.   
Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket. c. 1874. Oil on canvas. 
Plate-15 




Photograph of Harmony in Pink and Red. 1876/8. 
Albumen silver print. 
Plate-16 
    (1) 
 
   (2) 
 
  (3) 
 
  (4) 
 
Figure 29 









Photograph of Arrangement 
in Grey and Black: The Artist’s 
Mother, from Nocturnes – 
Marines – Chevalet Pieces. 
1893. Albumen silver print 
Plate-18 




  (view of the pages) 
 
Figure 31 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  
Cover of the exhibition catalogue, Nocturnes, 
Marines & Chevalet Pieces: Small Collection Kindly 






  (the title page) 
Figure 32 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  









 James Abbott McNeill Whistler. Symphony in White No. 3. 1865-7. Oil on canvas. 
Plate-21 
    
Figure 35 









  Figure 37. Ethel Philip in the garden, Paris. c. 1895 
 




   
 
   
 
   
Figure 39 
P. H. Emerson. The Misty River. 1895.  
Photogravure. 
Figure 40 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler. 
Nocturne: Blue and Silver - Chelsea.  
1871. Oil on canvas 
Figure 41 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler. 
Nocturne: The Thames at Battersea. 1878. 
Lithotint. 
Plate-24 
   
 
    Title Page 
Figure 42 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  
Page of the Table of Contents, from 
Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces.  
1893 
Plate-25 
   
 
   
Figure 43 
Henri Charles Guérard.  
Whistler in the Big Hat. c. 1886. Etching 
Figure 44 
James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  




Photograph of Nocturne: Grey and Gold, Chelsea – Snow. from the Album, Nocturnes – Marines – Chevalet Pieces. 1893.  
 
 
Figure 46  
James Abbott McNeill Whistler. Nocturne: Grey and Gold – Chelsea Snow. 1876. Oil on canvas  
